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CHAPTER ONE 


| stood against the wall of the Tyler County Morgue's 
autopsy room not quite believing | was attending my second 
alligator dissection in three days. I'd gone my whole career 
as a US Marshal, my entire life, without witnessing such a 
thing. Now I was reprising my earlier, horrible experience of 
seeing Bibby Tanner opened up and revolting things being 
found in his innards. 


And now his cousin, name unknown, had taken it upon 
himself to haul out of another pond on the Tanner property 
and raise havoc in the streets of Lone Trail. But not for long. 


Sheriff Dillon DePriest took photos of the nine hundred 
pound gator for the kids on the little league team he 
coached, because he'd promised them. 


"Jubilee, want me to email you a couple photos for the 
twins?" he asked. | glanced across the five men separating 
us and nodded, not because | was anxious for Philip and 
Andre to see them, but because | knew it would be all over 
the school. | would never hear the end of some of the other 
kids getting to see the photos, but not mine. 


| was already in hot water with my nephews, whom | was 
raising with my sister. I'd gone and taken their new 
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favorite person in the whole wide world—and mine, come to 
think of it—away from them. | glanced to my left and my 
heart did a two-step. 


Kieran Fox, a hotshot Canadian cop and my new lover, had 
rescued Andre from a mad, bad, violent drug dealer who 
just happened to be his ex-lover. He'd left our bed to shoot 
the marauding gator on Main Street. When Dillon discovered 
who the mighty critter had belonged to, he deemed an 
autopsy a necessity. I'd hardly had time to get over the 
smell of the first one, but here | was, back again for er... 
Sloppy seconds. 


| caught Kieran's searing gaze. Just two hours ago he'd been 
Showing me what was what in a motel in Tyler and my body 
could still feel him. | could still taste his kisses and his cock 

on my tongue. And | wanted more. So much more. 


We were all wearing surgical gowns, double gloves, goggles 
and gum boots, but even with all that he was one hot mofo. 
| was sure | caught him grinning at me. His quick, sly wink 
told me | was right. 


My cell phone vibrated. | fumbled for it and checked the 
readout. Darlene. My former fiancée. Back in town. | would 
have to deal with her sooner or later, but right now, we were 
knee-deep in dead bodies and a crime spree that had even 
left hardened locals surprised. 
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Bibby Tanner, the ex-family killing machine had been 
autopsied and we'd found numerous bones in his system, 


including twelve human finger bones. Not to mention the 
mangled remains of a penis belonging to a felon named 
Juan Ruiz. 


We'd arrested a couple of the players, shot a couple more, 
but meanwhile a severe leak in the US Marshal system too 
close to home for my personal comfort remained unknown. 


The medical examiner, Will Fortune, seemed to be having 
way too much fun cutting into the nameless gator, whom 
we'd decided to call Bubba in typical gallows-humor fashion. 
Like his cousin, Bibby, he had also, apparently, developed a 
penchant for human flesh. 


"Three finger bones and a stopwatch," Will said after 
recording boring things like mud, leaves, and partly digested 
petals of swamp hibiscus. Bubba had also been nursing a 
bellyful of parasites. Will had joked about the flowers saying 
Bubba must have wanted some fiber in his diet. But when 
Will came to the part about the finger bones and the 
damned stopwatch, the jokes stopped. 


"Lemme look at the stopwatch," Dillon said, reaching a 
chubby hand over for it. Will shook his head. 


"Evidence." 

“Evidence, my fat ass. That's my stopwatch.” Will 
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turned it over and we all leaned in for a closer look. Sure 
enough, it was inscribed, To Coach Dillon from the Lone Trail 


Stars. 


"That's mine!" Dillon was all excited now. He obviously was 
so thrilled to see the watch he hadn't noticed nobody else 
said a word. We were all staring at him. 


"| lost it two summers ago, Elsie—the wife you know, she 
really ragged on me about it. Those kids never gave me 
another gift. I—I—" 


His gaze flew from one face to another. He was slow, but not 
stupid. It had begun to sink into his brain that we had a leak 
in our system. Everybody thought it was the marshals, and 
yes, a couple, well, three so far, of my own team members 
had been responsible, but we had no idea how far the 
poison had spread. 


Was Dillon involved? What the hell was his watch doing in 
the gator's gut, anyway? 


"I can explain." He looked feverish, blinking and sweating 
behind his goggles. His voice became muffled as he tried to 
breathe and speak simultaneously. 


"Dillon," Kieran said, his tone mild but steely enough to cut 
through the sheriff's insane prattle. Dillon stopped speaking, 
his head tilted at an odd angle. Kieran waited a beat before 
saying, "We all know you've been to the Tanner property 
numerous times over the years. You're 
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constantly getting reports from neighbors. People complain 
about them all the time. You're always over there." 


Joshua, who was, or had been, Dillon's second-in-command 
until Kieran showed up at Dillon's request to help him fight 
the intricately connected drugs-and-murder case, nodded. 


"That's right," Joshua said. 


"I've seen all the police reports. You're usually the one to 
handle them because the Tanners are fucking nuts." 


Kieran squeezed Dillon's shoulder. 
Everyone in the room concurred. 


"Yeah," Josh said. "You know... they ran us outta there more 
than once, Dill. Maybe you mighta dropped it." 


Everyone was nodding. And then came the awful squelching 
sound and the stunning piece of evidence Will Fortune 
extracted with some difficulty. 


Part of a human skull. 


"Interesting," Will said. "Gentlemen, I'm excited to see that 
it still has some teeth attached. This is good news. | can 
check it against dental records." 


We all nodded. | wanted to be sick. The smell was disgusting 
and really not doing much to stabilize my already unsettled 
gut. 


“How fresh is it?" Josh asked as Will transferred the bloody 
skull to a metal dish. I'd never seen anything like it 
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even in a horror movie. Long strands of black hair and bits 
of eye stuck to crevices, the mouth set open in a grimace. 


And yep, there were teeth. Some of them were gold. 


| Knew who it was. "Ruiz," | said. | felt the weight of Kieran's 
gaze as | said this. 


Dillon began scrolling through his cell phone. "You could be 
right. Mouthful a metal." He squinted at the image on his 
phone. "Except the skull has a gold front tooth. Ruiz 
doesn't." 


Kieran spoke up. "That's our last known photo. 
Who knows how much work he had done lately." 
That was true. We all stared at the skull on the tray. 
Will bent to it. 


“The skull refuses to tell me how fresh he is. He's pleadin' 
the fifth, | guess." 


A few of us laughed but I was anxious to leave. 


"I won't know until | run some tests just how long Bubba's 
been carrying this fella. | gotta get back to you," 


Will said, sliding the skull into a huge fridge. Like leftovers. 


"Folks, | think that's about it." Will sounded disappointed. | 
was on shaky legs leaving the autopsy bay. | didn't think | 
would ever get that smell out of my mind. 


Josh and a couple of the others present had stuffed the torn- 
off butts of menthol cigarettes up their nostrils—an old 
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cop's trick—but I'd found it uncomfortable and I'd learned 
from the first autopsy that a smear of Vicks VapoRub under 
the nose didn't actually work, in spite of the scene in The 
Silence of the Lambs depicting otherwise. 


Outside the bay, | retreated to the locker room. 


Once again | stripped off the surgical gear, dumping it into a 
hazmat unit, showered and changed into my street clothes. 


Kieran was already outside the building, waiting for me. How 
he always managed to be a few minutes quicker than me 
constantly pissed me off. | detected a faint whiff of the 
morgue's almond soap on his skin and wanted to lick it off. 


"Your sister called. We're expected at dinner." He looked 
quite excited. / was quite upset. 


"Why is she calling you, and not me?" 
He gave me one of his patented, shit eating grins. 


His dark hair and bright eyes reawakened parts of me that 
were inappropriate at the moment, but | enjoyed the 
sensation all the same. 


"She loves me. | rescued her son. The homo came to the 
rescue." 


| relaxed then. Actually, | think | completely fell in love with 
him at that precise second. He'd been worried about my 
sister since he'd rebuffed her ham-fisted advances 
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and now he had an elevated position in the family. | tried not 
to think of that in terms of him being on top of me, his cock 
driving deep inside me. | shook my head. 


He squeezed my shoulder. "What?" His tone was gentle. 
"Nothing. You charm the pants off everyone." 


"Not everyone. I'm particular about whose pants | want on 
the ground." 


| blushed like a school girl. 


Kieran laughed and did the thing | hated most. He flipped 
my marshal hat off my head. 


Damned cheek. 


We drove back home, Kieran at the wheel of his state-issue 
vehicle. He had figured his way around town very well. It 
was just after five, the heat of the day burning off, a touch 
of pink to the clouds on the horizon. 


A whisper of blush, Earl the local cross-dresser would have 
called it. Earl gave the women in Lone Pine makeup lessons 
and blow job classes. He'd also turned out to be a bit of a 
career criminal. A small one, but still... | wondered where he 
was at this moment. He and Reggie Jones, his lover who had 


been arrested for the murder of a local school boy, Petey 
Morrison. Kieran and I had tracked them down. 
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Gunfire had ensued and both men were in custody. | hadn't 
checked in with my squad leader, Steve, under the 
instruction of the US Marshal district commander in Dallas. 


| was in limbo as to whom to report to. 


Kieran reached across the seat, squeezing my knee as if he 
sensed my anguished thoughts. | was certain Steve was 
clean, but | would have said the same thing about my 
partners Garcia and Sims who had both turned out to be 
dirty. As did Harrison, the man who'd worked for the 
marshals perfecting their surveillance techniques. 


How far had the rot spread? The question wouldn't stop 
hammering the invisible nail in my brain. 


"| think it looks bad for Dillon," Kieran suddenly said, 
Surprising me. 


The thought had occurred to me too. | began to think aloud. 


"He knew everything going on... but | don't know. | hate to 
say it, | think it's one of my own." 


"Yeah, but the leak doesn't have to be only in your group. | 
think he could have been giving information... 


maybe even innocently." 


"Innocently?" 


"I want to interview Garcia," Kieran said. "I have a feeling 
she's been putting it about a bit. She has ambitions. 


| can't imagine Sims was her only victim." 
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"Yeah. Steve." | leaned back against the car seat. 


She'd been officially dating Steve, but running around with 
Sims on the side. Kieran was right. What if she'd strayed to 
the sheriff's men, too? 


"Hard to imagine her bumpin' uglies with Dillon though," | 
said. "He's not the most... attractive man." 


"You think Sims is attractive?" Kieran asked. 

"Well... he's not fat and ugly and bursting at the seams." 
"So, you find him attractive." 

"No. Just sayin'. Maybe she was getting it on with Joshua." 
"That's a possibility but I think her thing is power." 

“Then why didn't she go after you?" 


Kieran grinned at me. "We didn't give her enough time. | 
think | should interview her alone." 


| shrugged. Whatever. 


"She's not my type," he teased. 


| blew out a breath. "Not mine, either. | just wish the shocks 
would stop coming. This case is getting real freaky now." 


He was quiet for a moment. "No news about Steve?" 
| shook my head. | knew he was being interrogated. 
| knew it wouldn't involve thumb screws and water 
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boarding but it would be awful. Steve's integrity and 
leadership would be called into question. All of it—the web 
of lies, the depth of deception—was horrible. 


As was my custom, | called the house when we were a 
couple of blocks away. The twins were waiting outside for us 
as we rounded the corner. Kieran parked and | opened my 
door. They greeted me with a rush of affection, reserving 
their most unbridled attention for Kieran, who picked them 
up like sacks of sugar under his arms and carried them into 
the house. 


The boys loved it. | got a kick out of seeing their simple joy, 
their laughter, when just a few hours ago terror had seeped 
into their lives once again. 


It seeped right back into mine when | spotted Darlene 
striding toward me. 


Holy cat! Why hadn't Pauline warned me? 


My sister was right behind her. "Dinner won't be long," she 
called out, looking flustered. "We got chicken fried steak and 
waffles." 


Waffles! | could deal with almost anything when waffles 
were involved. 


Honey butter. | could smell it on the air and knew that my 
sister always blended her own. Oh, boy! | was so excited | 
couldn't help grinning. | began to worry when | realized 
Darlene was smiling back at me. She thought | was 
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lusting after her... not food. 


"I Know you boys prolly wanna talk shop but no discussing 
what happened to Andre over dinner," my sister warned 
when she got a moment alone with me. "I'm even banning 
the Wii for now. | bet he doesn't sleep tonight." 


Glancing at my nephew, | wasn't so sure. In my line of work 
I'd seen firsthand how resilient kids were. It was the adults 
around them who transmitted fear. I'd have to talk to 
Pauline alone. And soon. 


Darlene hugged me and | avoided the temptation to run. | 
returned the hug, and introduced her to Kieran, who shook 
her hand. Her gaze remained on my face, as mine remained 
on his. What a sad little daisy chain. My sister insisted 
dinner was ready. 


"The waffles are perfect. Fresh off the grill," she said. 
"Everybody, please, sit down." 


She was right. The waffles were spot-on, as were the large 
pieces of golden fried chicken | knew she'd dipped in a mix 
of buttermilk and eggs, and her own blend of crumbs. 


| slathered honey butter on everything. Everyone was quiet 
as we ate. 


And then Darlene broke the silence. "I've missed your 
cooking, Pauline." 


"| love my mom's cooking," Andre said around a 
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mouthful of chicken. 

Pauline gave him an indulgent smile. 


"Actually, I've missed a lot of things about Lone Trail." 
Darlene gave me a Significant look. 


"What brought you back?" my sister asked. 


| wanted to clobber her over the head with the chicken 
drumstick in my hand. 


"Sometimes in life, you choose a fork in the road and you 
know you've made a mistake. | went to see a psychic. 
Madame Lulu. She told me the path to my heart lay in Lone 
Trail." 


Her gaze never left my face. | was beginning to sweat. 


| would have to tell her she was wasting her time. | bit into 
my chicken, an explosion of warm, spicy honeyed flavors 
filling my mouth. | tried not to think about how good it had 
felt to suck Kieran's cock. 


For a moment, something about Darlene's words didn't sit 
right. We'd had a bad breakup and no communication. At 
her request. Why was she back here... 


now? Was she somehow involved in all the criminal chaos 
still buzzing around our heads? 


| tried to relax. | was seeing conspiracies everywhere. Came 
of all the ones that had actually been going on, | supposed. | 
tried to think of something witty to 
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Kieran came to my rescue. 


"You know, I'd heard about chicken and waffles, but never 
realized it was an actual meal." 


Sandwiched between me and Andre, he glanced at me. | 
looked across the table and caught Darlene's goopy stare. 


"It is," | said, stupidly. | picked up another piece of chicken. 
"As far back as | can remember it's a southern specialty. It's 
one of our favorite celebratory meals. Right, sis?" 


Pauline nodded. "There's a great debate about its origins." 


"What are its origins?" Kieran was doing a masterful job of 
steering the conversation back into cruise control. 


"Well, it definitely originated from the slaves. | actually 
researched it when | couldn't find a recipe for it in What Mrs 
Fisher Knows About Old Southern Cooking." 


"That's a great title for a book." Kieran grinned at her. 


"Oh, yes. Mrs Fisher was a former slave and her cookbook is 
generally accepted to be the first one ever written by an 
African-American. | noticed recipes for waffles and fried 
chicken in the book, but not together. 
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Elsie DePriest's mama told her once that the recipe was 
created by freed slaves who cobbled together whatever 
ingredients they could find. They celebrated with a meal 
that made them feel good... and it stuck. We're mighty 
proud of our chicken and waffles here in the south." 


Andre licked both sides of his fork. Kieran smiled, watching 
him. 


"I can see why. | want to celebrate like this every day." 
"Me too!" Andre nodded vehemently. 


"Me too!" Philip dropped his fork with a clatter and crawled 
under the table to reach Kieran. "Do you play basketball?" 
he asked as Kieran pulled him onto his lap. 


"Let me see now. Is that the game with the big ball that 
bounces?" 


The boys laughed hysterically. 


"You can have one game of pickup and then the pie should 
be out of the oven," my sister said, beginning to gather the 
dinner plates. "We're having brown sugar pie." 


"Wow," Kieran said. "We have that in our country, in 
Quebec. It's called tarte au sucre." 


"I know." My sister looked smug. "I'm making it especially 
for you." 


She shuffled off to the kitchen. 

"You should show Kieran your special basketball," 
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| told the boys. 

"Yeah!" they screamed in unison. 


"Can you shoot some hoops with them?" | asked Kieran as 
the boys ran off to find their basketball which the Dallas 
Mavericks' Lamar Odom had graciously signed for them at 
the one game I'd been able to take the boys to. 


"Sure, no problem." 


| dropped my voice. "I need to talk to Pauline about not 
letting Andre and Philip see that she's worried about what 


happened today." 


“That's a good idea. He seems fine to me. I'm glad to see it. 
She looks stressed out though, which is understandable." 


The boys were racing back to us. "We could let off a little 
steam though, | think." Kieran gave my knee a reassuring 
squeeze. 


"I think so, too." 


Kieran stood, Darlene rising as well. She kept her gaze on 
my face. | wondered if she'd thought anything of Kieran 
touching me. | was sorry now I'd virtually offered to be in 
the kitchen with her. 


| picked up some plates, listening to my nephews chide 
Kieran. "We don't play with this ball, Kieran. Lamar Odom 
touched this ball!" 


Kieran laughed, letting the kids drag him outside. 
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The sky was beginning to darken, the motion sensor lights 
I'd put around the house sparking to action. It was good to 
hear the three men | cherished most laughing together. 


For a moment, | contemplated my only misery. 


Work. | still hadn't heard from the district leader. It angered 
me that the US Marshals had been compromised in any way. 
| went to the kitchen, Darlene on my tail making inane small 


talk. | tried really hard not to scream at her to shut the fuck 
up. 


| rinsed and stacked dishes in the washer. | wanted to talk to 
my sister alone, but that wasn't going to happen apparently, 
unless | asked Darlene for privacy and for many reasons, | 
couldn't do that. 


The tension was so thick we could have sliced it up and 
served it with dessert. 


"Paulie," | said, using my sister's old nickname. 


"You're doing a great job with the boys. Just... please try not 
to keep looking at Andre as if you want to wrap him in 
cotton wool." 


She went off like a rocket. "He's my baby!" 


"| Know, sweetie." | tried to soothe her. She broke a glass in 
the sink. She began to cry so | gently pushed her aside and 
scooped up the jagged pieces. She shoved me aside to work 
on the cooking pots. 


Kieran. | trusted him. | wanted to talk to my dad. 
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Hell... he'd been a marshal, a decorated war hero... but he 
was dead. Who the hell else could | talk to who understood 
what it was like to feel a three-hundred-year-old proud 
tradition being stomped in the mud. 


Darlene. 


She was a marshal. | wasn't sure if Kieran knew. 


My sister did of course. | had to play things carefully 
because it had occurred to me already that her sudden 
arrival was no accident. She could spin some crap about a 
fortune teller and get my sister to believe her but I had to 
think it was no coinkydinky. 


"So what's really going on?" | asked her, my tone harsher 
than I'd intended. My sister, who was scrubbing a stubborn 
pot, gaped at me. 


"| don't know what you mean." Darlene's cheeks turned 
pink. Outside, | could hear the ball bouncing. The boys were 
having so much fun. 


"What really brings you here?" | asked her. "Do you know 
what's been going on?" 


"With what?" Darlene glanced at my sister. 


"Work, Darlene. We've just had the biggest case to explode 
in Texas ever, and you come rolling in..." 


"If you must know, | got a call from the district commander. 
He told me about Garcia. I've been trying to get back into 
the field office here for months." 
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"You must be kidding." 


"Why then? What else is there?" 


"Steve." Her cheeks flushed crimson now. "He and I..." her 
voice trailed off. My sister's head was practically swiveling 
around on her neck like the kid in The Exorcist. 


"Are you kidding me? Is there any woman he hasn't been 
screwing?" | couldn't help it. Every rock | turned over 
revealed a nasty microcosm of life | didn't want to know 
about. 


"He called me in the afternoon. He's been trying to break it 
off with her for months. He and I worked an assignment. We 
fell in love. He said she needed him and he couldn't dump 
her. He was afraid she'd flip out. Then he told me what 
happened. That she was cheating on him. He said she was 
up to no good and that he wanted me here. He said he'd get 
me a job on his crew." 


She spread her hands. "And then | arrived and he was... all 
hell broke loose." 


| didn't know what to say. Could | trust her? If Steve was 
dirty, was she? If Steve was clean, maybe she was dirty? 
Had Steve repeated stuff to her in confidence? 


What a mess... 


| turned to my sister. "I think that pot is clean, Pauline." | 
turned and left the kitchen and went to sit on the 
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front porch. A few seconds later, little Philip came to sit 
beside me on the porch swing. People-watching was our 
favorite thing to do. He snuggled into me. Sometimes, Philip 
would ask stories about his father, a US Army sergeant 
who'd been killed in the line of duty in Afghanistan. 
Sometimes he'd ask about my dad, his grandfather, who 
had been a marshal, and then a miner. 


He'd quit being a marshal because my mom worried about 
him. He'd become a miner and got killed two weeks later. 


Philip was quiet as | put my arm around him. | hoped he 
wouldn't ask questions. Frankly | didn't think | had the 
answers he needed — and deserved. 


"Why did the bad man take Andre?" he asked. 


Oh, boy. "He knew that we'd do anything to get him back. 
He wanted our attention. He got it." 


Keen brown eyes stared up at me. 
"Why?" 


Fuck. Yes. Why? He wanted to get to Kieran. He wanted to 
hurt him. And me. How did bad people figure out so fast 
what the sore and tender spots were in people's lives? 


Wait a minute... 
How the hell had Dishi learned where Kieran was... 


and the relationship... the feelings Kieran and | had for one 
another? He'd been incarcerated. How had he gotten out of 
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prison? | had plenty of questions and the answers were in 
meager supply. 


My sister came to the porch just as | said, 


"Sometimes bad things happen to good people. That's why | 
became a marshal." 


"I know," Philip said. "I think Kieran should be a marshal 
too." He reached up for a hug. | kissed his sweet-smelling 
head. | wanted to send my sister and the kids as far away as 
possible until this mess got cleared. | didn't think they were 
safe. Somebody had given Dishi information... somebody... 
who was still out there, just beyond the breeze. 


"Philip, come and have dessert now," my sister said, her 
tone gentle. "Auntie Darlene needs to talk to Jubilee for a 
moment." 


He let go of me reluctantly. "I'll be there in two shakes of a 
lamb's tail," | told him and watched him go inside. 


Darlene sat beside me. Once, when we were 


together, some well-meaning man had been introduced to 
her. When he discovered she was a marshal, he'd foolishly 
asked her if he could call her Madam Marshal. She'd been 
horrified. | can still see her facial expression in my mind. 


"You can call me Marshal or Darlene." The idiot had called 
her Marshal Darlene. As a joke, I'd started 
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calling her Marshal Darling. That was a long time ago and | 
had to quit thinking of the past, of the things that went 
wrong. It had just occurred to me that twice now, her love 
life had turned to crap. | needed to be a bit kinder to her. 


She rubbed her hands along her pants legs. 
"So, do you have any news on Steve?" | asked. 


She shook her head. "Things must be really bad for him." 
Her voice cracked a little. 


"I'm really sorry, Darlene. | can't believe he's... 


dirty. | just know we're gonna get a call saying everything's 
Okay and that you have a job. And that we're a team." 


Her eyes shone bright with tears. She turned to look at me. 
Her hair was shorter | came to realize. She looked a little 
harder. A little... older. But didn't we all? 


"I wished upon a star just now. And that was my wish." 


As if on cue, both our cell phones rang. | checked my 
readout she checked hers. It was the modern day equivalent 
of a gunfight at the O.K. Corral. 


"Meeting," | said. | frowned. It was at an unusual place. The 
still under construction local office for the marshals service. 
It was at the old art museum next to the school. 


She nodded. "I was under the impression that as the local 
team leader, you didn't like to use it." 
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"| don't." 

We stood as one and two seconds later, Kieran was with us. 
"| just got a weird text." 

We compared messages. We all had the same thing. 

"I'll drive," Kieran said. Darlene and | were silent. 

"We'll meet you there," | said. 

Kieran rolled his eyes, but he had to understand. 

"What do you mean we?" he asked. 


| realized he still didn't know. "Darlene's a marshal," | told 
him. 


Kieran didn't look surprised. "I Know. Your sister just told me. 
Why do you want to drive separately?" 


"There are things she doesn't know." 


"Oh, brother. You and | have been working hand in glove. 
There's nothing you can't say in front of me." 


He had a point and she seemed inclined to agree, especially 
about him driving. | noticed she got in beside him, though. 
The way she looked at him... oh, boy. Now she'd set her 
sights on him. | realized she was hedging her bets. If she 
couldn't have me, or Steve, the new kid in town might fit 
just right. 


Kieran drove quickly, with only a few directions from me. 
Darlene kept commenting on small changes to the town 
since she'd lived here last. 
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And then we arrived at the museum, the few lights we had 
in the building were turned on. It bothered me because only 
three people were supposed to have the keys and two of 
them had been arrested. We walked toward the entrance 
and | noticed two cars parked around the side of the 
building. A local sheriff's car | suspected belonged to Joshua 
and a black SUV. That had to be the marshal's. 


We walked inside and found a lot of activity going on. The 
district commander, Miles Jessup, a man I admired and had 
yet spoken to only a handful of times, glanced up from a pile 
of papers. His gaze encompassed all of us. 


Beside him, three other men | suspected were marshals all 
looked at us. In a chair near the corner was Joshua. He 
looked sulky, his arms folded across his chest. 


"We're all here then," Jessup said, by way of a greeting. 
"Please take a seat," he told us. | was a little annoyed that 
he had my office chair and the only ones left were kid-size 
seats. We all sat in a sort of circle, Joshua getting up and 
dragging his chair to us. 


Where the hell was Dillon? 


Before | could ask, Jessup spoke. "Since seventeen eighty- 
nine the US Marshals have been the very model of how this 


country governs itself. The five stars on our flag are an 
emblem reminding us that it is the oldest form of law 
enforcement in the US." He stopped speaking and looked 
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each one of us in the eye. Joshua was the only one who 
twitched when Jessup's hard gaze fell on him. 


"So | take it real personal when one of my own turns bad. | 
take it harder when two turn bad. | about have a fucking 
coronary when three of them do it." 


You could have heard a pin drop. He shifted in his seat. 


"And when I don't know how many more rotten apples are 
on the tree, | have to do some house cleaning. As of this 
moment, Steve has been suspended with pay, pending an 
investigation." He held up a hand. "Our organization has a 
reputation to uphold. But, so does the sheriff's department. | 
wonder if any of you Know what those five stars on the 
marshals’ flag represent? Well, I'll tell you, because I'm short 
on time and in a damned foul mood. 


"One of the stars is a sheriff's star, so blame can be laid at 
both our doors." He glanced at the wall clock. "As of this 
moment, Sheriff Dillon DePriest and US Marshal Steve 
Becker have been asked to step down pending a state 
inquiry into their actions regarding the Charlie Tanner 
murder... and sundry other homicides. 


"Until we know how far the poison runs, we need to 
reassemble our teams, to make sure we don't tarnish no 


more stars." 
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Miles was really broken up about this. My head was still 
spinning over the idea of Dillon being forced out of his 
office. 


Jessup's gaze turned to me. "As of now, Jubilee Mason is the 
crew commander for the US Marshals in the city of Tyler, 
second in command, Ms Darlene Durand. 


You, Commander Mason, may pick two more to join your 
crew." He blinked and said, "And choose carefully, Jubilee." 
His attention turned to Kieran. 


"And you, Detective Fox, are now officially the sheriff of 
Lone Trail. Get some rest everybody, tomorrow is gonna be 
a long, long day." 


| glanced over at Joshua and shivered when | saw the 
seething hatred in his eyes when he looked at Kieran. 
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CHAPTER TWO 


| didn't move from the hard little chair for a long time. | 
didn't say anything to anyone either. Everyone filed out of 
the place except for Jubilee and Darlene, whose 
engagement in a rapid and emotional discussion was 
completely lost on me. 


"Sheriff..." 


Sheriff? Some guy had just informed me that | was the 
fucking sheriff of East County. And Dillon, the man who'd 
gone out of his way to bring me here, was suspected of 
being a dirty cop. Suddenly, as | tried to digest all the 
exaggerated volume of a highly charged discussion going on 
less than a few feet away, Josh marched back in the place, 
paused in front of me, both hands on his hips, and declared, 
"You're not the boss of me. You won't tell me what to do. You 
don't even come from here. | should have been made 
sheriff." 


| guess that snapped me out of my confusion because | 
stood at that point and fixed him with my gaze. 


The discussion between Jubilee and Darlene died abruptly 
as | replied to Josh. "You're not the boss of me? What are we, 
in primary school? Jesus, Josh, | never asked for this job. You 
want to pin the sheriff's badge on your shirt, go 
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for it!" | brushed by him. "I didn't sign on for this bullshit." 
| was halfway to the car when | heard Jubilee shout, 
"Hold on, Kieran. I'm not walking home." 


| turned and glanced at him. "Get your girlfriend and let's go 
then." 


He narrowed his eyes. "She's not my girlfriend. She came 
here for Steve." 


"Steve. Great. She knows how to pick 'em." 


"| don't think Steve is guilty of anything except maybe being 
a cheating womanizer." 


"Dillon isn't guilty of anything either." As the words rolled off 
my tongue, | was sure they were true. 


"Kieran"—Jubilee placed a hand on my shoulder— 


"a lot of things that went down... well... Dillon had that 
information and—" 


| put up a hand. "I Know but it didn't come from Dillon, at 
least not directly." Something had been playing in my mind, 
and it had to do with something Dillon had said to me on the 
plane that day he brought me to the little backwater place. 


"Care to explain, Sheriff?" Jubilee smirked. 
| scowled. "I'm not the bloody sheriff!" 
"According to District Commander Jessup, you are." 


“Well, in the immortal words of Deputy Josh"—I 
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paused, and did the accent—"he ain't the boss of me." 


Jubilee threw back his head and laughed. | reached for the 
door handle. 


Marshal Darlene came walking over. "Am | interruptin'?" 
| shook my head. "Nope. Ready to go?" 


| crawled into the driver's seat, Darlene got in beside me 
and Jubilee sat in the backseat. 


"You can drop Jubilee first," she said, glancing at me. "I'm 
staying at the motel. He lives a few miles farther." 


"No problem," | said, but | was hoping to be alone with 
Jubilee. We'd had one hell of time in that motel room. 


For me, it was almost a tease, a taste, and | wanted more 
but it didn't look like | was going to get it. | glanced in the 
mirror and Jubilee met my gaze. His eyes were filled with 
apology, maybe some regret. Looked like | was sleeping 
alone tonight. Probably for the best. | told myself | wouldn't 
get involved again and here | was, getting involved. I'd just 
shot an ex-lover through the head, one who'd been a high 
profile mobster, forcing me to resign from the Vancouver 
drug squad. | had thought this little Texas town would be 
uncomplicated. Jubilee Mason made it a whole lot of 
complicated. 


| pulled up in front of the house Jubilee shared with his sister 
and her boys and said goodnight. He murmured 
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the same, and | drove off after he got out. | didn't look back. 
"Which direction?" | asked her. 

"Let's get a drink," she said. 

| sucked in some breath. "I'm a little tired." 


She was looking me over. | just wanted her to give me the 
fucking directions. | was beat and | needed to think. 


| also owed Dillon and | fully intended to get him out of this 
shit he'd become entangled in. Dillon might have been a 
Small town cop who took a while to figure out things but he 
was not dirty. 


"You're just about the prettiest man I've even seen," 
she told me. "We could... spend the night. I'm discreet." 


"I'm gay," | told her, my eyebrow raised as | threw her a 
look. 


Her eyes widened. "I wouldn't have known. You do women 
too?" 


"No, I'm gay," | told her again as politely as | could. 


"Damn," she shook her head. "It's my clock." 


"Your what?" | was driving but | wasn't sure to where. 
"My clock. | want to have a baby." 
| laughed. "Oh." 


"I'm looking for genes, intelligence, beauty. You got 'em. 
Care to donate?" 
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"No thanks." | pulled over the car. "So"—I looked at her 
—"you can tell me now, we're alone. What were you really 
sent here for?" 


"You shock me." 


"Why, because | recognize all the markings of an undercover 
cop? | did it for years." 


"And you did it well." 
| met her gaze. "Who do you work for? CIA? 
Military?" 


"Associated. Government stuff. Your boyfriend had some 
powerful connections. We knew if he was released he'd 
come to you. He said you were the only thing he regretted... 
under... questioning." 


“Under torture you mean." | didn't look at her anymore. 
That's why he got out. "You set me up as a pawn, didn't 
even tell me." 


"We couldn't." 


"You could have gotten that kid killed!" | was so fucking 
angry. 


"We need you." 
"Lucky I'm still standing." 


"He wouldn't have killed you. Lie detector indicated he 
would have taken a bullet for you." 


"Get to the point." This was too much. Too much to find out 
he'd loved me after all... and I'd killed him. Even if 
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my feelings had died, the memories hadn't. 


"What I'm about to tell you must never leave this car. If it 
does, we'll have to kill you." 


She meant business. | saw it in her eyes. "Go ahead," | told 
her. 


"It's the Asian mob. It's gone international. They're trying to 
gain control of the drug trade. We think they've hidden 
arsenals of weapons and drug money somewhere in this 
town, using some of the locals to guard it. There's blood in 
the streets everywhere. They'll kill everyone involved in the 
end. This town is about to explode." 


"What do you want from me?" 


"You have a connection, a blood connection. Your father was 
running this town, everyone feared him. He was at the top. 
Then Dillon arrested him on a misdemeanor, simple 
possession." 


The words tasted like sawdust in my mouth. "So you want 
me to set up my own father?" 


"We want you to find out what he knows. Talk him into 
working with us, Kieran." 


| felt like | was getting caught up in something, losing 
control. 


She touched my hand. "You can't tell anyone, not even 
Jubilee... not even in bed." 


| jerked my hand back. 
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"I know you're fucking him. | can tell the way he looks at 
you. | can't blame him. Be careful, Kieran. | wouldn't fall for 
him if | was you. He's not going to ride off into the sunset 
with you. He's not capable of coming out. | think you know 
that. If you're happy to meet him in hotel rooms after dark, 
then..." She trailed off and shrugged. 


| didn't say anything. | knew what she said about Jubilee was 
true for the most part. | didn't expect him to propose, or 
ever publically admit we were lovers. Maybe that's why it 
was Okay for me. It couldn't go anywhere. It was safe. 


"I'm sorry if that hurt." 


| started the engine. "Didn't hurt," | told her. "Forget it. Don't 
assume so much, Marshal. You might not know everything 
about me after all." 


"I Know your record, your career, | Know you're the key to 
this case. And Dillon, before he turned, knew it too." 


"Dillon is innocent." 

"How can you say that?" 

"Where are we going?" | demanded. 

"Where else, beautiful? To a little hotel outside town." 


| left her at that hotel and drove away, ignoring her 
repeated suggestion that we have a drink in the room. My 
knuckles tightened on the wheel as | drove and then | swore 
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as | realized after a few minutes | was being followed. 

That's all | needed. Perfect ending to a perfect fucking night! 


| slowed down. The headlights behind me receded some. "If 
you want me, you fucker, come get me," | yelled, cocking 
my gun, ready for what was coming. The lights grew closer 
again. | roared off the main road onto a dirt one, squealed 
the vehicle to a stop sideways and dropped down behind 
the open driver's side door. 


The vehicle approached, turned off the lights, came to a 
stop. My breathing grew shallow. | didn't like this at all. | 
preferred it if they came out, guns blazing like in those old 
gangster films. | listened for the sound of a car door 
opening. Nothing. Jesus! A thousand crickets were singing 
somewhere, a song of warning maybe. | heard a splash. 


Shit. There was a Swamp nearby. | had no intention of being 
the remains inside the next alligator autopsy. A bird flapped 
overhead and a few feet behind me was that fucking corn 
field where | shot Dishi right between his astonished eyes. 
The way | saw it, | had only three options. 


| could stay here crouched behind the car waiting, or | could 
make a run for it through the field, but I'd already chosen to 
take door number three. | was going to walk over to that car 
and find out what in hell they wanted. 


| held up my gun over my head but I was ready to 
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use it if | had to, got to my feet and slowly walked across the 
dirt road. Nothing moved as I walked. | could see a man 
sitting behind the wheel of a beat up old Ford. | kept my 
gaze steady, looking for movement. When | came around to 
the driver's side, | lowered my gun and pointed it at him. 


"What do you want?" 


The man had dark hair and a beard. It was hard to tell his 
age but he was over forty. He turned and looked at me. 
"Hello, Kieran," he said. 


| lowered my gun. My mouth was dry. | hardened my jaw. 
"You're lucky | didn't shoot you." 


"I pleaded with your mother not to call you that. 


Said it sounded like a bloody girl's name... Karen. You sure 
turned out to be a big strapping, good looking fellow. 


Reminds me of your grandfather." 


"Is that what you followed me for, to tell me that | remind 
you of your father?" 


"| hear tell you're one hell of a shot." He looked straight 
ahead. He didn't answer my question. 


"What do you want?" | couldn't help thinking that Darlene 
and company knew my old man would seek me out. | 
wanted to tell him to stay away, not only because | was told 
to use him but because | really detested him. 


"Just want to see my son. A man has a right to see his own 
son, don't he, even if he did turn out to be a 
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"You don't have any right to anything. Now, back up this 
piece of junk and get the fuck out of here before | arrest 
your ass for..."—I scanned the vehicle—"a busted side 
mirror." 


He laughed softly. It sent shivers through me. 


"You're gonna arrest your own papa, under whose authority 
now, Kieran?" 


"Sheriff's office." 
“Even Dillon wouldn't go along with this horseshit. 


Where is the good old sheriff tonight anywho?" This man, 
this stranger who'd given me his DNA, looked at me. 


| came close to the open window and boldly looked into his 
eyes, eyes that were green like mine. "You're looking at 
him," | said. "Now get the fuck out of here." 


There was a Startled look on his face. He turned on the 
engine. "Have a good night there, Sheriff." He lifted a hand 
to me. "We'll talk soon." He backed up the car and turned 
out onto the road. | watched him drive away, my chest 
heaving. | closed my eyes for a moment, a distant memory 
of a photograph of my father when I was very young flashed 
into my brain. A tall, good-looking man holding me on his 
knee. | refused to feel sadness. 


| walked back to my car, not sure what to do. | wanted to 
run away but I couldn't. | knew | was trapped, 
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bound to my father, not only by blood but by circumstance. 


When | arrived back at Dillon's house, | saw him sitting on 
the front porch. He was a defeated man, a man also 


trapped, just a decent small-time sheriff who'd gotten 
caught in the crossfire. 


| sat beside him on the porch swing but | didn't say 
anything. 


"Didn't think you'd want to be seen with me," he said softly. 
"What would make you think that?" | asked. 

He looked at me. "I don't know how this happened." 

| patted his shoulder. "This will all be over soon." 


He gave me a curious look then reached in his pocket. He 
held out the sheriff's badge. "This is yours." 


| swallowed, shook my head. 


"This meant the world to me at one time, now | hate the 
sight of it." 


| stood. "Hold on to it for a bit." 


"Can't. | was told to give it to you." He pressed it into my 
hand. 


"I'll safeguard it for you then. You'll be getting it back soon. 
Don't worry, Dillon." 


"Why is it when you Say it, | believe it?" 


| smiled. "Because | don't bullshit. I'm going to get some 
sleep." | walked inside and up the stairs. | paused at 
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the first door and knocked. Jesse-Belle looked stunned when 
she saw me. She patted her matted hair and mumbled 
something about makeup. | gave her my most charming 
smile. "Can | come in?" 


Her eyes widened. "That's not an invite any sane girl would 
turn down. Pardon my hair." She pulled her housecoat 
around her. 


| closed the door. Jesse-Belle was Elsie DePriest's niece, 
newly divorced and according to most, the town trollop. | 
thought she was far more. "Where's Tommy?" 


"Tommy?" She batted her eyes. "My ex?" 


| nodded. Dillon had mentioned Tommy Keen to me and | 
suspected that Jesse-Belle might still have a soft spot for 
him. 


"Don't see him much." She walked to the window. 
"He's busy, you know." 


| came closer, took her arm and turned her toward me. "Your 
uncle is in disgrace. This job means everything to him. He 
will slowly crumble into pieces if you don't tell the truth." 


"What are you implying?" She yanked her arm away. 


"You've got big ears and Dillon talks too much about his 
cases. That's the way he is, real small town and open with 
people he loves, and people he trusts. How long 
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She was looking everywhere but at me. "He... he made me," 
she stammered. "Said he'd hurt me bad." Tears ran down 
her face. "He used to knock me around." 


"Is that so? Well, maybe | can do something about that. If 
you do something for me in return." 


She began to undo her bathrobe. | reached over and pulled 
it closed again gently. | shook my head. "Not that. 


You need to come down to the station and make a 
statement. You need to clear Dillon's name." 


"He'll kill me." She backed against the wall. She was really 
terrified and | knew until | did something about the ex, she 
wouldn't say a word. "Are you gonna’ tell Uncle Dillon?" 


"| won't if you help me. Where is Tommy?" 
"You're not going to hurt him, are you?" 


Oh yeah, | was going to hurt him, | was going to hurt him 
real bad, but | didn't say that. Jesse-Belle was acting the 
typical battered woman, protecting their abusers until the 
end. I'd seen it over and over. "Where does he live?" | 
demanded. 


Jesse-Belle rattled out an address and | headed for the door. 
She was crying when | closed it behind me and for a minute, 
| felt pity for her. 


Dillon was asleep on the porch swing when I came 
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back out. | made a mental note to take him inside when | 
got back if he was still out there. My cell phone was ringing. 
| was in the car and headed out to some isolated shack in 
the middle of nowhere. 


| checked my phone. It was Jubilee and | almost didn't 
answer. He wasn't giving up. Finally when | was within a few 
miles of my destination, | picked up. "Hey." 


"Where are you?" 
"You don't want to know." 
"What does that mean? Are you alone?" 


"Jubilee, it's fucking two in the morning. Give me a break. 
Who in the hell would | be with, your ex-fiancée?" 


Silence. 
"Look, | gotta go. We'll talk tomorrow." 
"Do you need me?" 


Did | need him? Yeah, | needed him. | needed him to want 
me, to kiss me. | needed to fuck him, and that wasn't good. 
"No," | managed. "Sheriff stuff." 


"Kieran. Don't shut me out. We'll find a way to make this 
work." 


"Will we? What makes you think | want it to work?" 


"We connected in that room. Jesus. | can still taste you. | 
never... NO one ever... completely possessed me like that 
before. You're in my soul, under my skin... Kieran... | 


40 

Longing 

AJ Llewellyn & DJ Manly 

want to be with you now." 

| swallowed hard. "I... can't... love you, Jubilee. 
Don't make me." 


“How could I do that? How could | make you?" His voice was 
barely a whisper. "But you know what"—his voice rose in 
intensity, filled with so much emotion, it took me aback—"| 
would if | could. I'd make you. I'd make you want me so 
much that you couldn't breathe unless you were in my arms. 
Is that selfish?" 


It took me a moment to respond then all | could manage 
was, "A tad." 


"Yeah, well," he said, his voice sounding strained. 


"Fuck. Fuck, Kieran. You're like a drink to a drunk. My hands 
are shaking just talking to you. My cock is so hard it hurts. 
Don't you have to bear some responsibility for that?" 


"| gotta go," | said and closed the phone. | almost told him | 
was paying, | was paying big time for my part in all of this. 
My palm left a wet spot on my phone and I never had wet 

hands. | also knew the next time I'd crawl into bed I'd ache 


not to have him there beside me. | figured we were even but 
he didn't have to know that. 


| left the car where it was, and gun in hand | strolled up the 
road, moonlight my only guide. The shack | sought was just 
ahead, a short rutted road leading up to its door. 


There was an old truck outside, rusted, tires bald. | sniffed 
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the air, the sweet smell of pot drifting out the open window. 


The Oakridge Boys were singing about the mountains. | 
approached the door and banged on it. 


The door flew open. A heavy man around my age stood 
there, shotgun in hand. He wasn't wearing anything except 
a pair of stained undershorts, not a pretty sight. A woman in 
a halter top with makeup smeared across her face clung to 
one arm. 


"What cha want?" he demanded. He lifted the gun and 
pointed it at me. 


"Don't shoot him, Tommy, he's a pretty one. Let's play. 
Wanna play?" She started to laugh. 


"I'm Sheriff Fox. | need to talk to you. | suggest you put 
down the shot gun, Tommy." | eyed him. 


"| could blow out your brains," he muttered. "You is no 
sheriff. Where is Dillon?" 


"He's on holiday. I'm his replacement." My gun was by my 
side. In the dark, Tommy couldn't see it. | could shoot him 
before he even thought about pulling that trigger. 


"| done nothing." He pushed back the woman. 
"Make me a sandwich." He slapped her on the ass. 


He did me a favor getting her out of the way. | reached out 
and grabbed the weapon with one hand and pressed my 
gun to his temple with the other. | yanked and he went 
flying out the door and landed on his face in the 
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dirt. He went to get up and | pushed him back down, my 
foot on his back. "I wouldn't if | were you. We need to talk. 


What's your girlfriend's name?" 
"Freda." 


"Freda? Come on out." | didn't need her to take a shot at me 
through the window. Everyone and their pets carried 
weapons in this state. 


She came out slowly. 


"Now, | want you to get in that truck and drive. Just go, 
okay?" | glanced at her. 


"She's not taking my truck!" Tommy yelled. 


| pressed him hard in the back. 


"Ow! Fuck!" 


She nodded as | threw her a look. A few minutes later, she 
was driving off down the road. 


"Now," | said, pushing him onto his back with my foot. 
"Seems like you and your ex are still an item." 


"Jess ain't none of your business." 


"She is when you use her, and hurt her. You did hurt her, 
didn't you?" | pointed the shotgun at his head. 


He was sweating, and he began to shake. "She got what she 
deserved." 


"Is that so? Well then... | guess what comes around goes 
around. Is that the expression?" 


"| don't get your meaning. | don't need no commie 
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foreigner telling me how to treat my women!" 
"Oh, such a big man." | clicked the gun. 

"Hey... Jesus. You're a fucking crazy son of a..." 
"You wanted to get rid of Dillon, well..." | smiled. 


"Now you got me. Aren't you the lucky one?" | pressed my 
foot right into his flabby groin. 


"Fuck! You're destroying my balls." 


"| figure I'm doing humanity a favor, saving them from any 
possible fucking ugly and stupid offspring you might have 
produced." | pressed again. 


He howled. "Come on... please... fuck!" 


"You're going to do two things, one, you're never going to 
hurt Jesse or any other woman again, and two, you're going 
to come down to the station with me right now, and confess 
everything you did. Or I'm going to make you hurt like 
you've never hurt before then I'm going to scatter your 
brains all over here, and feed you to the alligators.” | smiled. 
"What do you say?" 


He nodded. 


| pulled him to his feet. He stumbled, doubled over a few 
times. He was in real pain as | pushed him along toward the 
car. When we got there, | turned him around and hit him 
hard in the mouth. 


"Hey, you said you weren't... damn it... I'm coming. I'm 
doing what you said." 
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| took out some handcuffs, slapped them on his wrists. 
"What did you hafta do that for then?" he demanded. 


| smiled at him. "I just felt like it." | pushed his head in the 
car. "And before this night's over," | told him, "I might just 


do it again." 


As | drove, he bellowed, yelling, "I need a doctor. | can't feel 
my balls!" 


| ignored him. 


| parked at the station and pulled him inside. The sun was 
coming up. Josh was sitting at the desk. He looked up but 
didn't say anything. | shoved the half-naked idiot at him. 
"Lock him up." 


"On what charge?" He came around the desk. 
“Being a moron," | told him. 

"That's not a—" 

| looked at Josh. "Just do it." 


He sputtered but dragged a yelling Tommy to the cell. When 
he returned, | walked up to him and looked him in the eye. "I 
don't want this job. But I got it. And I plan to do it. So either 
you work with me, or pack up your shit and leave. Now." 


The door opened before he could respond and Darlene 
stood there. 


45 
Longing 
AJ Llewellyn & DJ Manly 


"What do you want?" | muttered, leaving Josh speechless. | 
walked into Dillon's office. 


She followed and closed the door. "You met your father last 
night." 


"Yeah." | sneered. "It was a wonderful family reunion. We ate 
toasted marshmallows and swapped family memories 
around the campfire." 


"| figured you didn't want to make it obvious... but you do 
intend to do as | asked you?" 


"And if | don't?" 


"You could lose your job. We could make sure you never 
work in this field again." 


"| don't respond well to threats. You threatened my life 
before. Anyway, try again." 


"This is like any other undercover job. Suck it up." 


"Listen, lady," | replied, moving closer. "Maybe you need to 
suck this up. I'll do what | can to get what you need but that 
doesn't mean I'm going to make that old man my best 
friend. And | want Jubilee in on this. | need him. | don't know 
this town like he does. He's got connections. 


He's a hometown boy." 
She considered that. "All right. On one condition... 
that you make it strictly business. No fucking him." 


| raised an eyebrow. "Is that your rule or your clandestine 
spy board talking?" 


46 


Longing 


AJ Llewellyn & DJ Manly 


She sighed. "Jubilee and | are over. It's not jealousy, nothing 
like that. And you like to play hard to get. You don't need 
any distractions and neither does he." 


| ignored that. "There's always Steve." 


"How do you know about Steve?" She was bristling. "Jubilee 
tell you?" 


"| don't need Jubilee to tell me everything. Now, if you don't 
mind, I've got a date at the big house with an ex-marshal." | 
walked to the door, paused, "Oh, and | believe she was 
fucking your boyfriend last time | saw her." 


Darlene sneered. "| am tolerant but you're pissing me off." 


| smiled. "So, | expect a meeting set up later today, you, me 
and Jubilee. | work with him, or not at all. And you need me 
more than | need you." 


She gave me a dirty look. | had her. "Oh great, a ménage a 
trois?" 


| didn't answer. | just walked through the department. Josh 
nodded at me. | took that to mean he had calmed down. 
Great, 'cause | was ready to shoot him. "Get Jesse-Belle 
down here and make her wait until | get back." 


"Yes, Sheriff," he said. 
| took the exit. Darlene walked out after me. "Fox!" 
| turned to glance at her before getting into the car. 


"I'll set it up for two, tell me where." 
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"Make it three. I'll call Jubilee." 

| called Dillon first, my phone to my ear as | drove. 
"How are you doing?" | asked him. 

"Okay. Elsie has convinced me to take a vacation. 
We're going to Florida to visit her sister for a month." 


“Enjoy, and Dillon, when you get back, I'll hand you your 
badge." 


"You sure about that?" 
"They'll clear your name. | promise." 


“Thanks, Kieran. | truly... | believe you." There was a pause. 
"You're a good cowboy." 


| laughed, and hung up. | was exhausted, suffering from lack 
of sleep but there was no time for that now. | punched in 
Jubilee's number. 


"Where are you?" he demanded. 
"Hello," | replied. 
"Right, where are you? What are you up to?" 


| laughed. "You are truly a bossy one. I'm headed to the 
prison to see our girl. We need to meet with Darlene at 


three. You can set the place." 

"Why?" 

"It's complicated. Just be there, okay?" 
"Kieran?" 


"No, Jubilee." | sighed. "I'm just too tired. See you later, 
okay?" | hung up. | needed coffee big time. | stopped 
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at a little diner on the way and chugged down three cups. | 
had to concentrate on the case but damn it, | was probably 
in love already, and given the latest developments, that was 
the worst scenario possible. 


| put all that out of mind when | sat across the table from 
Garcia. She looked embarrassed. "So, | hear you're sheriff 
now?" 


"Um," | nodded. "Temporary assignment." 


"|... it was a lot of money, Kieran. You know the shit pay we 
earn and yet we're expected to put our lives on the line for 
that. | regret it now." 


"You say what you know; they'll go easy on you. 


You're going to have to live out your sentence in solitary, 
you know that?" 


She sucked on a cigarette. "I don't know that much except 
it's big." 


“They're going to get rid of all the little fish. You'd be 
included. You need protection unless you're a bigger fish 
than most." 


"They'll get to me if they want." She looked at me. 
"You're a mystery." 


"No. I'm pretty transparent." | leaned forward. "Let me help 
you. Give me some names, a place to start." 


"You already know your father. He was leading it all before 
DePriest arrested him." 


49 

Longing 

AJ Llewellyn & DJ Manly 

"There has to be others." 

"They won't say shit now that your old man is out. 
They're terrified of him." 


| sighed. "Give me a name inside, someone who's working 
with them." 


"Jubilee Mason." She met my gaze. 
My eyes widened. "That's a lie." 


"Is it? Maybe you've lost your objectivity. You think he likes 
being back here, stuck in the closet? Do you think a man 


like that was a priest in the city? You're not his first. You 
won't be his last." 


| bit into my lower lip. It couldn't be. 


"He comes back here, living the life of a monk, why would 
he stay honest? He needs to fix up that house, help his 
sister. He needs cash." 


| stood. "If you're not going to tell me anything, I'm leaving. 
| can have them put you in the general population if you 
like." 


Her face drained of color. "You wouldn't do that." 
| shrugged. "Try me." 
"They'll kill me." 


"Probably." | met her gaze then threw my cards on the table. 
"You got twenty-four hours. If you don't have anything else 
to say, I'll soeak to the warden. Your call." | rapped on the 
door and the guard let me out. | didn't look 
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back. 


| stopped by the house. No one was home. | took a shower 
and changed my clothes. | sat on the porch and ate a cold 
piece of chicken | took from the fridge thinking about 
Jubilee. | knew Garcia was lying. | trusted Jubilee. | had to. | 
couldn't have picked another bad apple to sleep with. | 
checked my watch. It was time to leave for the motel. As | 


headed down the steps, Jubilee drove up. He jumped out 
and headed up the path. 


"What's going on?" he demanded. 
"We need to call Darlene at the hotel." 


"No, we need to go to a fucking hotel"—he made a sound 
like a growl—"alone, you and me." He came close and met 
my gaze. 


Just then a woman walked by with a baby carriage and 
Jubilee took a decided step back, tipping his hat. | took the 
opportunity to brush by him. He chased after me. 


"| got word that Dillon's case is being reviewed. 
You did that." 

| shrugged. 

"FOX?" 

| paused. He never called me Fox. 


"You want to make this business. Is that it?" His mouth 
tightened. 


"| don't want to make... anything. Damn it. We 
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need to get to..." 


He grabbed my arm, and pulled me around to the side of 
the house. 


"Kiss me." He met my gaze. 


| tried to pull away but not hard enough. | didn't want to 
really, because | wanted to kiss him. He pulled me against 
him and kissed my mouth hard, his hand moving over my 
back. He grabbed my ass and squeezed, pulling me into his 
groin. He lowered his mouth to my neck. 


"I want you," he moaned. "Kieran." 


| managed to pull back. | touched his face. "I want you," | 
told him. "But... we need to call Darlene. You'll understand 
more when we talk." 


"What the fuck does Darlene have to do with my sex life, or 
lack thereof?" 


"Come on. I'll drive. You can come with me." 

He followed me to the car but he was muttering. 
"Joy. | get to ride your car, but | don't get to ride you. 
Aren't | the lucky one? Yippie-yi-yo-ki-fucking-yay! " 
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CHAPTER THREE 


| was a little annoyed that Darlene was suddenly calling the 
shots, but something had shifted and | wasn't quite sure 
what. Two seconds into the meeting with her, Kieran and 
myself, | knew she'd hit on him. Hell. He was gorgeous. I'd 
hit on him, too. 


"Jubilee," she said, aS we sat in grown-up chairs in the 
marshals' space inside the museum. It was difficult to hear 
her over the laughter of children, but also rather wonderful. 
Andre and Philip had looked like the big guys on the 
playground when their uncle, the marshal, and the new 
sheriff strode onto the newly finished basketball court that 
bordered the museum. 


All the kids had crowded us. They wanted to see our badges 
and hold them. They wanted to try on my hat. 


We had a pretty good time with them. | wanted those 
children to go home and tell their parents the law had been 
at school today. | wanted them to have a sense that their 
kids were safe. | think that's when | decided we'd be 
transferring operations back to the museum. | wanted to 
keep a strong presence in Lone Trail. | wanted to dispel the 
lurid, yet accurate images of the wild, wild west and 
everything it entailed. 
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Wyatt Earp hadn't been a great example of a US 


Marshal. He'd done things we wouldn't find acceptable 
today... and it ate at me that anyone in my organization 
might think it was okay to dishonor the badge. | had to pick 
out new crewmembers. And | had to select them right. 


Darlene opened her mouth and right away pissed me off. 


"No, Darlene. You're not in charge. | am." | slammed my hat 
on my desk. A cloud of dust wafted up, making me sneeze. 
Cool, slick. 


She tried to speak but | talked over her. "When George 
Washington appointed the first thirteen marshals in this 
country, he had a vision. Apparently, somewhere along the 
way, somebody in my district lost sight of the goal. The light 
went out and | don't know how." 


Darlene and Kieran sat, staring at me. 
"| agree," she said. "We need to work together." 


That was an odd thing for her to say. "Who are you?" | 
asked. The words came out before | could stop them. We 
were supposed to work together. She was a marshal. Just 
like me. 


| was about to apologize but something in her eyes stopped 
me. Fury. Wariness. Okay... this was weird. | shook my head. 
"Look. We have to work together. | agree. 


| never really got along with Dillon, but | sure as heck don't 
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think he's our weak spot." 
Both Kieran and Darlene nodded. 


"| think we need to join forces. | think there should be no 
secrets. No second-guessing. And we need to bring the 
marshals back here." | sneezed. "Right after we give the 
place a good cleaning." 


Darlene caught my gaze. "Don't look at me," she snapped. 
"| don't clean." 


“Neither do I." | grinned at her and she relaxed. 
"Well, don't expect me to whip out the dust cloths," 
Kieran said, leaning back in his chair. 

The three of us laughed, dispelling some tension. 


"I'll hire somebody," | said. "Now. We need to bring on two 
more marshals. | am mulling over my options. 


Until then, we work with what we have. I need to speak to 
Steve. Darlene and | should do that. He's gonna be prickly 
around the new sheriff." 


"So what do | do?" Kieran asked. 
"Sure you don't want to clean?" 
He looked at me, fire in his gaze. | smiled. 
Vengeance for having my kisses rebuffed. 


"What | need from you, Sheriff Fox, is for you to round up all 
the information we have on the autopsies." 


Darlene was nodding emphatically now. 

"You're the sheriff. You need to light a match under 
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their slow-poke asses. We also need an update on Charlie 
Tanner's homicide. We know that the drugs were on their 
way to a delivery. But where? Since this involves the 
marshals, I'm gonna take that angle. See what Steve knows. 


The drugs were in the ice cream truck manned by one of our 
own." 


"Perfect." Kieran looked pleased. "I'll light a bonfire under 
their bums if | have to. We need to reconvene, say in four 
hours?" 


We all agreed, stood, and shook hands. It felt good. 


A bonding. Darlene's cell phone rang and she walked ahead 
of us. | stopped Kieran and whispered in his ear. 


"And as for us, if | don't get to be naked in bed with you 
soon, | might have a stroke." 


He grinned. "Can't have that now, can we?" 


| looked at him. Our gazes held. "I have the house to myself. 
I'll call you tonight," he whispered. "Late." 


Darlene walked back inside. "What's going on?" 


It shocked me how easily | was able to lie to her. "I was just 
telling Kieran that | will narrow down the list of people for 
our team, but I'll hold off hiring anyone until we all agree." 


Darlene looked surprised. "Sounds good to me," she said. 
"Me, too," Kieran replied. For one horrible moment 
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| thought he might shuck my hat off my head again. 


Steve lives in the city of Athens, Texas, population twelve 
thousand, seven hundred and ten. It's a relatively large city 
by comparison with other smaller ones in the same county, 
such as Brownsboro, with a population just shy of three 
thousand. 


What Athens has going for it, unlike many other cities in the 
tight cluster making up Henderson County, is that it's close 
enough to Tyler, but gives Steve a bit of distance from work. 
It also has a fairly large population of African-American 
families, unlike some of the other cities with a 
predominantly white population. When Steve got married a 
couple of years ago to his childhood sweetheart Shelly, they 
started a sustainable market gardening business. Being 
green, being healthy, was as much a passion for him as 
catching crooks. Then Shelly up and left him and the 
business he'd sunk all his money into fell apart. 


There isn't much call for folks outside of Athens, or in it for 
that matter, to buy a defunct greenhouse and surrounding 
farm land. He'd kept his alpacas and his kids came for 


alternate weekends. What Athens really has going for it are 
the things | know for a fact to be Steve's rea/ obsessions. 
Athens is the "Original Home of the Hamburger" and it's also 
dominated by a female 


57 
Longing 
AJ Llewellyn & DJ Manly 


population. Women, desperate, lonely, horny women 
outnumber their male counterparts. 


Knowing this still made me wonder why the idiot chose to 
dip his wick into the company pool and take up with Garcia. 
| asked him this within seconds of meeting up with him at 
Athens' number one bakery, The Cherry Laurel. 


The old bake house had taken up residence in what looked 
like a former residence. Painted white with a hunter green 
roof, it smelled strongly of coffee and cake as we waited for 
our orders of the house specialty, butter rum cake. 


"Easy," he said, leaning back in his chair. "I like women but | 
like smart ones especially. The women here are not so 
bright." 


| caught the baleful stare of our waitress as she slapped our 
coffee cups on the table. Oh, geez... would she spit in our 
cakes? 


Steve glanced at Darlene. "Everything | ever said to you was 
true. | love you." 


"But you kept seeing Garcia." 


| sat back watching the verbal tennis match. It wasn't a 
pretty game. 


"She needed me." 
"| needed you." 


Steve grimaced. "| get duped by strong women who pretend 
to be vulnerable. They're my weakness. | never got 
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the feeling you were shipwrecked without me." 


She shot me an oh, brother look. "So, all | had to do was 
play femme fatale and you would have tossed her over 
sooner?" 


He stirred his coffee. "No. | asked you to come here several 
times, if you recall. You always had an excuse." 


| glanced at her. The game had just turned and it was forty- 
thirty, in favor of Steve. 


"Yes, but | never believed you'd dump her." 
Deuce. 


"| told you | had to work with her. | had to finish things 
correctly... not piss her off. | asked you... no, | begged you 
to come here." 


Advantage Steve. 


She said nothing. | watched for her response. She was 
taking way too long to say anything. 


"| called you a couple days ago and asked you to come here 
and all of a sudden you were all fired up to be here. Why 
was that, Darlene? You think I'm dirty? You still part of 
SOG?" 


Whoa! SOG? She was part of a Special Operations Group? 
What group? What was she doing? | repeated my earlier 
question to her in my mind. 


Who is she? 

Darlene looked frightened. She shot me a hooded 
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look. Steve had just won the game. Game, set, and match 
actually. She hemmed and hawed and had no good answer. 


Our thick, gooey cake slices arrived and | hoed into mine. | 
had a good appetite... and a pretty good feeling that | 
couldn't trust Steve. Or Darlene. 


"You think I'm dirty?" Steve asked me, as if he could read 
my thoughts. 


"No, | don't," | said, resisting the urge to lick the butter 
sauce from my plate. 


"You don't?" He seemed stunned. "Then why did you bring 
her here? You have to know this is difficult for me." 


"| thought..." | tried to choose my words carefully. 


"| thought you would see that we're here to do a job. | don't 
think you're guilty of sabotage, just career suicide. You can't 
fuck two marshals and not create a mess. You brought that 

on yourself. That said, | want to bring you back in." 


"Are you insane?" Darlene almost exploded. 


"No, on the contrary, I'm making a wise decision. | trust 
Steve. You two have to set aside your personal differences 
until after this case is over." | gave her a smug smile. "Just 
like Fox and | have to." 


"So, it's true about you and Fox." Steve shook his head at 
Darlene. "I thought you were being a bitch when you told 
me that." 
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Now | really didn't trust Darlene. 


"| thought you weren't going to make any hiring decisions 
until we meet with Kieran again," she said, her words 
rushed. 


"Oh, I'm not. Steve's not coming in as one of the two field 
replacements. No. He's coming in as a bodyguard." 


"A bodyguard?" They both shouted in unison. 
"It's one of our chief functions," | reminded them. 


“Judicial figures and dignitaries." 


"Who are we guardin'?" Steve asked, looking wary. 


"I'll keep you informed," | said. "And Steve, stay away from 
Garcia. No more anonymous online chat sessions. You have 
no idea who you're dealing with. And— 


" I took a beat, to make sure | had his full attention. "Don't 
talk to anyone except your kids, and don't even mention 
work until we talk again. I'm giving you a second chance 
here." 


| snatched up the check before he could. Darlene and | got 
up and left. Outside, | wanted to ask her a million things, but 
| needed time alone. She said nothing as we drove to the 
marshals office in Tyler. It was sad to see the place half 
empty. The two deputies on the front desk had to check our 
IDs by federal law. | closed myself up in Steve's office, 
alone, in spite of Darlene's protests. 
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"We're supposed to be a team," she said. She sounded a 
little desperate. That was rich coming from her. 


"Yes," | said, keeping my tone mild, when really | wanted to 
kick her ass. "But I'm the team leader and | need a moment 
to think." 


| waited until she left to fire up my laptop. Out of my trusty 
satchel | retrieved my RD 10 Super Sweep and worked the 
room for electronic bugs. | used my earpiece to stop the 
portable unit for beeping like a damned foghorn. | hadn't 


been prepared for the array of beeps | heard. My heart 
began to race. 


There was one in my laptop. 


Three others were in the room. | took the laptop apart and 
found the bug. Interesting. Federal issue. Not state. | 
wondered if Darlene had used gloves when she put it in my 
laptop. Probably not. I'd get it checked for prints. 


| put the laptop back together and once | found the other 
three bugs, | bagged them all separately and stuck them in 
my satchel. | accessed the scanner software system on my 
laptop. The four electronic bugs had come from three 
different sources. The one under Steve's desk had come 
from the US Marshal service. | had been able to retrieve that 
under color of authority. The other three remained 
anonymous. 


This excited me. Nobody trusted me. That much 
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was clear. They wondered where the rot had set in, but | 
could tell Steve's office had been under surveillance since 
the day after Petey Morrison's shooting. Who had placed the 
bug there? 


For my two new team members, | had two types of guys in 
mind. Yes, guys. Darlene was a handful and clearly, she was 
working for somebody else. Who? 


| needed a computer expert. And, | wanted an expert in the 
field of fugitive apprehension who had an unblemished 
record but who maybe had an axe to grind... a desire to 
prove himself. | was shocked to find the exact man | needed. 
| grinned, bouncing in my chair as | printed out his record. | 
longed to talk to him, to make sure he was available. | was 
certain the marshals would fight me on hiring Chief Deputy 
US Marshal (now retired) Trace Thatcher. He had sued the 
marshals and won a landmark four million dollar judgment 
for racial discrimination. 


This decorated war veteran had been forced to sue when 
the marshals wouldn't advance him. Apparently a federal 
court agreed with him that the marshals had a racial 
prejudice. | knew for a fact that they did, but felt personally 
that the tide was changing. | was pretty sure Thatcher had 
been forced to retire. We'd make waves bringing this 
controversial figure back into play. 


What I loved most about Thatcher is that he'd spent 
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his career bringing violent sexual predators to justice. He'd 
made sure they registered as sex offenders. This talented, 
and from what | could see, brilliant man was working as a 
parole officer in Flint, Texas. Flint had three parolees. 


What a comedown. 


As | opened my door, Darlene almost fell inside my office. 
She must have had her ear right up against the door. 


| just stared at her as she got up from her knees. 
"Who are your candidates?" she asked. 
Hell. She must have another bug on her somewhere. 


| held up a hand and asked her to wait as | locked Steve's 
door. 


"Nobody is to come in here," | told Consuelos, one of the 
two desk sergeants. 


"You got it, boss." 


| went behind the counter, knelt down and slipped the 
bagged up bugs into a padded envelope. | hurriedly wrote 
out a label in unfortunately thick ink. 


"Please send this via Fedex," | said. 
"You got it." 
As Darlene and I walked to the car, | sent Kieran a text. 


Sweep the marshals office and yours for electronic bugs. 
There is an RD 10 Super Sweep at my house. Call my sister 
who will give it to you. If you find any, bag them up 
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and leave them at the bottom of the garden at Dillon's 
house. LMK. 


As we drove back to Lone Trail, | avoided 


conversation with Darlene about my appointees. We had an 
hour until we were due to meet Kieran and | didn't want to 
tip her off about my choices. | had only two, apart from 
Steve. | was high on Thatcher, but a computer whiz by the 
name of Mike Frelich had just come to the Dallas office from 
New York's violent offender apprehension team because 
he'd gotten married and his wife wanted to live in a safer 
place. 


| hoped she'd still feel that way about Texas by the time this 
case was over. 


"What's going on?" Darlene asked for the third time. 


"Not feeling so good," | lied, pulling into a gas station. | had 
a three-quarters full tank, but needed time. 


What | didn't want to do was give her any inkling of my 
choices before the meeting with Kieran so that she could tip 
off whoever she was working for to prevent my team of 
choice. | scuttled to the pump and fueled up. I'd begun 
replace the nozzle when my cell phone rang. 


"What exactly am | looking for?" Kieran said by way of a 
greeting. 


“Bugs. Electronic kind." | started walking toward 
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the restroom, my laptop bag over my shoulder. 


"Yeah, well, | figured that's what you meant, not the kind 
Bibby Tanner would eat for between meal snacks." 


"Sorry," | said. "Been a stressful day." 


"It's okay." He let out a sigh. "I have this portable detection 
device | got from Dillon. Guess he never used it before 
because it was still in its shrink wrap. | wanted to check his 
office but started with yours because of our meeting. 


"Damn it, Jubilee, your marshal's office lit up like a chorus of 
crickets. Bugs everywhere. | know you haven't been using 
the place so these have to be recent plants. Two different 
kinds that | could see and, you might be interested to know, 
a hidden camera. | found the unit it was hooked up to ina 
crawl space right above your desk chair. Some interesting 
digital footage." 


"Yeah? Like what?" Inside the can, | stared at my face in the 
mirror. | looked like shit. | looked like a million miles of rough 
road. How the hell could Kieran even find me remotely 
attractive? And... holy crap. What was that around my 
neckline? Hives. Jesus effin’... | thought I'd outgrown getting 
those when | got stressed. 


| ran the cold water tap and began splashing my face and 
neck. 


"You're not gonna like it, but | can't lie to you," he 
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said. 


"Darlene?" | asked. | heard a noise outside the door. 
| was pretty sure she was out there trying to listen. 
"Yeah. There's things you should know." 


"I think I've guessed." | thrust open the restroom door and 
there she was, a guilty look on her face and a goddamn 
glass in her hand, pressed up to her ear. | was beginning to 
hate her. "She's right here," | said. "Cat's outta the bag. You 
checked your office yet?" 


"No." Kieran sounded upset. "There's more, Jubilee. 


There are two people in the images | saw that shouldn't 
have been anywhere near your office." 


"Who?" 


"The late Charlie Tanner and my deputy. Joshua the wonder 
boy." 


"Shit." 


"Yeah. On a waffle. Cream on top. I'm gonna check my 
Office. I'll get back to you." 


He ended the call before | could ask what the murder victim 
and Dillon's trusty sidekick had been doing there. He'd tell 
me in the meeting. | walked outside. 


"What's the matter with your neck?" Darlene asked. 
"Is that a rash?" 
"Hives." 


"Wow... you really don't feel good." She gave mea 
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| wanted to scream at her. "Is this the latest in technology?" 
| gestured toward the glass in her hand. 


She flushed a deep red. "No... well... damn it, Jubilee. You 
won't tell me anything." 


"Really? | guess that makes two of us. Who are you working 
for, Darlene?" 


"You're paranoid," she said. 


| arched a brow in her direction. "That's quite an 
accusation." 


"Well... not paranoid maybe... | Know things have been 
rough here but we have to trust one another." 


She was right. Until | had the report back on the bugs and 
any hint of her being involved, | guessed | had to play along 
with her. We got back in the car and | drove like a snail all 
the way back to Lone Trail. 


Kieran wasn't at my office when we arrived, but a local 
sheriff's deputy stood guard at the door, a cleaning lady 
with a bushel of buckets and brooms looking irritated beside 
him. 


"He won't let me in to clean," she said. "He said this place is 
a crime scene." 


"Crime scene?" | gaped at her then glanced at the deputy. 
"What's going on?" Darlene asked. 
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"Sure as hell | don't know." | took the woman's name and 
number. 


Regina Martin toddled off looking pissed. | called Kieran who 
sounded antagonistic at the sound of my voice. 


"Don't try and get in your office," he barked. 
"Where are you?" | asked. 


"At the school principal's private lunch room, reviewing the 
footage | recovered from your office which is where Charlie 
Tanner got shot." 


"By Josh?" 


"No. But Josh saw the killer. The killer's off camera. He's a 
white guy and | see his arm and his face is obscured by a 
hoodie. Josh is pleading with him not to be rash. Then the 
gun goes off." 


"Have you talked to Josh?" 


"Nope. He's vanished. Nobody's seen him since the meeting 
last night. And there's a problem." 


"Another one?" 


"| can't find half my men to keep watch on your office and 
also to get over to the sheriff's station. | need to go over 
Dillon's office, or should | say my office... also need a team 
out looking for Josh. Something is going down, Jube. 
Something bad." 


"Yeah. Well, we have one deputy on my office. We can have 
him stand guard for a while, right?" 
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"I'd be happier with two since we got so many trigger-happy 
folk running around," he said. 


"| can get some help from the Tyler police force," | said. 
“That's part of my job. By the way, where'd you find the 
cleaning lady to come to my office?" 


"What cleaning lady?" 
"The one who just came here." 


"Shit, Jubilee. Why the hell would | hire a cleaning lady for 
your office?" 


Fuck. | told Kieran that Darlene and | would be with him 
Shortly. | questioned the deputy on the door who knew 
nothing about the cleaning lady except she'd arrived just 
before we had. 


| tried her phone number. It was disconnected. 


"She convinced me too," Darlene said, shrugging, 


"though her nails surprised me." 
"Her nails?" 


Darlene's color deepened a few shades. She was doing a lot 
of that lately. "She had acrylics. Airbrushed beach images. It 
just struck me as kinda vain for someone wearing a frumpy 

dress and orthopedic shoes." 


“Now you tell me." 


She shrugged again. "I have no idea what's going on." She 
sounded hurt. | dragged her away from the deputy and told 
her all | knew. | vented my spleen at her. 
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"I Know you're working for some organization other than the 
marshals," | said. She opened her mouth and | held up my 
hand. "Don't try bullshitting me. Darlene, my office back in 
Tyler had numerous bugs. | sent them off to be 
fingerprinted. | even had one in my fucking laptop." 


Her face started turning pale. | hoped she wasn't gonna 
puke. 


"I asked Kieran to check the office here. He turned up 
footage of Josh and Charlie Tanner being here." 


"Josh? What was he doing in your office?" 


“Meeting Charlie Tanner. A third man showed up and shot 
Charlie. And now, Josh is missing and half the sheriff's 
deputies are AWOL." 


"Christ," she said. "I can't believe this." 


“Believe it." | pulled out my cell phone and called the 
lieutenant in Tyler | knew and felt | could trust. | knew the 
guy pretty well from previous cases. He said he would send 
over four officers immediately. He gave me their names and 
didn't question my request for their photos to be sent to me 
via email. 


| wanted to be sure all the men coming to our aid were 
legitimate sheriff's deputies. | took a photo of the one on my 
door. Darlene looked miserable. 


She put a hand on my arm. "I can explain." 

"I'm Sure you can." | used my cell phone to access 
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our local records but could find no listing for anyone named 
Regina Martin. | felt frustrated and helpless. 


Darlene was trying to explain herself as we walked over to 
the school. We lost our way a few times going to the 
principal's office. It sickened me that all this crap was going 
down right here. We walked down a long corridor on which 
kids' artwork hung, depicting their dreams. | looked for 
Andre and Philip's work, but my eyes began to film with 
tears when | read things like, "| want Daddy to come home 
from war." Another one said, "I want world peace." 


Then came the girl who wrote, "I just want my dad to stop 
hitting me." 


Who was she? | had to find out and get her help. 


I'd wanted to protect the kids. Looked like shit had been 
happening behind my back. 


No more busted dreams. Not anymore. | was going to set 
things right. 


Inside the principal's lunchroom, Kieran was going through 
the footage from my office again. The sight of him 
unclenched the ache in my gut. He stared at my neck but 
said nothing. 


We decided to head to the sheriff's office and give his office 
a sweep. 


"You'll find bugs in there," Darlene informed us. 
Kieran just rolled his eyes. | told them both about my 
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choices to help the marshals. 

"Are you kidding?" she asked. "Trace Thatcher? 

You'll never get him to come back." 

"Maybe | will, maybe | won't." 


Since we knew that Kieran's office was bugged and time 
was of the essence, we asked the four new deputies from 
Tyler to meet us there. | ordered a crime scene crew for my 


office and once we got to Kieran's station, we managed to 
sweep the place clean before the new cops arrived. 


Once | filled them all in Josh's apparent witness to a 
homicide and the links back to the drug cartel in Dallas, we 
began to formulate our plan, to make assignments,. 


Kieran's cell phone rang. He took the call. "This is weird," he 
said. "Ballistics reports show that the bullet that killed 
Charlie Tanner came from the same weapon that killed 
Petey Morrison." 


We all absorbed that news for a moment. 


The man who'd shot Petey by accident when the poor kid 
was on his way into school had been apprehended. 


Reggie Jones. | had no idea where his gun was, but Jones 
himself had been arrested and was in jail. We'd have to 
interrogate him and find out what he'd done with his 
weapon. 


"As for you two," Kieran said to me and Darlene, 
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"you're going to go through mug shots and look for your 
mysterious cleaning lady." 


| scratched at my hives and the pain was 
excruciating. 


"Don't," Kieran said. "You'll only make 'em worse." 


He brought us each a cup of tea as photocopies of Josh's 
photo were handed out to the new recruits. We put out an 
APB on Josh and the men went to work. | called Thatcher 
and my other recruit of choice, Mike Frelich, and got voice 
mail for both. | left messages and then my cell phone rang 
as | sat at the desk going through photos of women. 


| took the call since it came from the Tyler police lieutenant 
I'd spoken to earlier. 


"Just thought you'd want to know, Steve Becker's just been 
shot." 


| took a deep breath. "Is he okay?" 


"He's fine. Luckily he was wearing a bulletproof vest. He's in 
the hospital here. He says he's scared. He wants to talk to 
you." 


Why the hell had Steve been wearing a bulletproof vest? | 
sat back fora moment and Darlene caught my eye. 


"I've been thinking. The cleaning lady's nails were so 
unusual | bet | could ask the local manicurists between here 
and Tyler and somebody will remember them." 
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"Okay." 


She looked at me. "What's going on?" It had become her 
mantra lately. 


"Steve's been shot." Her eyes widened and | glanced down 
at the page. 


"Holy shit. That's her!" | jabbed my finger at the page. 


I'd had no idea Kieran was in the room but he rushed to my 
side at the same moment Darlene did. | stared at the face of 
the woman who'd approached us with buckets and brooms. 


"They left something in the office," | said. "That's why she 
came. They knew we wanted a cleaning lady. 


Somehow, she knew you were in there, Kieran. They sent 
her to get whatever it was." 


He nodded. "And somehow Steve is involved." 
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CHAPTER FOUR 


The mood in my car was fractious. Jubilee had issued an APB 
for the fake cleaning lady, who it turned out was Joshua's 
wife. As in my missing deputy. Jubilee was busy fielding calls 
from his head office in Dallas, as well as his nephews 
wanting to know when he was coming home. | could hear 
Andre screeching, "Bring the sheriff!" over the phone. 


Meanwhile, in the backseat, more drama. 

"Maybe he was fucking the cleaning lady too," 
Darlene scoffed. 

Frankly, this woman was getting on my last nerve. 


If | had to hear one more 'somebody done somebody wrong' 
song from her, | was going to explode. 


Jubilee gave me a sympathetic look when Darlene began to 
run down a list of all the actual or suspected women Steve 
had been sleeping with. He was rubbing, rather than 
scratching, at his neck now. I'd stopped at the general store 
and bought him a package of allergy pills a half hour ago. 
He'd popped a couple, and assured me it was getting better. 


We were in deep shit, and as much as | hated the thought, | 
knew what I had to do. Half the law enforcement 
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officers in the county and beyond were on the payroll of a 
major drug cartel in Dallas, with roots in the Orient. They'd 
been getting a free ride, transporting their poison 
uninterrupted. But there was a man on the ground here in 
this county, a man who was responsible for reining in 
anyone who might be reluctant to hop on the wagon, a man 
whose blood | shared. If we were to break the hold the cartel 
had on this county, I'd have to break him. Breaking him 
would lead me to his contacts in Dallas, where the Dallas 
authorities could take over. 


"You look deep in thought," Jubilee commented. 


"Um," | replied, eyes on the road. We were headed to the 
hospital to see Steve, and meet up with one of Jubilee's new 
marshals. 


| glanced at Darlene in the mirror. She was frantically 
texting in the backseat. I'd had enough of that shit too. | 
screeched the car to a stop on the side of the road, reached 
over, grabbed the phone, and tossed it out the window. 


Jubilee's eyes widened and Darlene let out a yelp. 
"What the fuck are you doing?" 


"You know"—I turned to look at her—"I'm getting tired of this 
shit, these phantom people you text. If I'm going to put my 
ass on the line, | want to know for whom! 


So, either give me a fucking person to talk to, or get out of 
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the car and find some other stooge!" 
There was absolute silence. 


Darlene opened the door and started searching for her 
phone on the ground. "You'll regret this," she bellowed at 
me through the window. 


| hit the gas, the wheels spinning as | careened away from 
the curb. 


"You're serious," Jubilee chuckled. "Remind me not to piss 
you off." 


"| don't like being played with." 
"Even in bed?" 


| had to smile, but | was still furious. | could see Darlene 
screaming and stomping her feet on the road behind me. 
That made me smile all the more and | slowed down. 


"Going to leave her out there?" Jubilee cocked an eyebrow. 
"I might. Would you miss her?" 


Jubilee lowered his hat over his eyes and leaned back 
against the seat. "Naw." 


| pulled the car to a stop and waited. Darlene was in a huff 
as she stalked up to the car. She crawled into the backseat 
and slammed the door so hard, she almost took it off its 
hinges. 


"You think that was smart?" 
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"No, but it gave me a high like you wouldn't believe," | told 
her. "So, you ready to hook me up or do we call it a day and 
part ways?" 


"You wouldn't leave me on my own." 


"Try me." | glanced at her in the mirror. I'd had to call a lot of 
bluffs over the years in my job. This was child's play. "I want 
to talk to them." 


She sighed and began texting. 


| started the car again, glanced at Jubilee. The allergy meds 
were knocking him out. | reached over and lifted the hat to 
see that his eyes were closed. He opened one eye when | 
did that. "I'm awake," he grunted. | lowered his hat with a 
smile and drove on. 


When we got to Athens, the sun had gone down. 


The East Texas Medical Center was a surprisingly snazzy, 
modern building with shiny, mirrored tile work and one 
ambulance sitting out front. | guessed they'd spent all their 
money on the building upgrade, because inside, it seemed 
kind of sparse. 


We walked in and the nurse at the desk looked up in 
surprise. Jubilee flashed his badge. "I'm US Marshal Mason 
and this is Sheriff Fox." Darlene flashed her badge before 
Jubilee could introduce her. | still couldn't quite digest the 
sheriff thing. 


"We're here to see Marshal Steve Becker. What 
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room is he in?" Darlene demanded. 


The nurse still looked like she was a bunny caught in the 
headlights as she tried to take it all in. "Ah, I'll take you," 
she stammered. "There's an official person on his door, I'm 
not sure... | think he said his name was Thatcher." 


"Hot damn!" Jubilee said and went off down the hall. 
Darlene was following the nurse. 


Just as | was about to join them, a police officer walked 
through the door. He was fairly young, with fair hair and a 
dashing smile. He lowered his sunglasses and said, "Athens 
Police, Daniel Forest. And, ah, who might you be?" 


| held out my hand. "Kieran Fox. I'm the acting sheriff of 
East County." 


He shook my hand, met my eyes. | was surprised by the 
boldness in his gaze. "Fox, I've heard about you. 


Canadian Narcotics Officer. Big time. That accounts for the 
funny accent." 


He was still holding my hand. | slowly wiggled it out of his 
grasp. "Guess so." He didn't want to know how funny his 
accent sounded to me. 


"Didn't know you were so good lookin'." 


What was | supposed to say to that? Holy cow, | had to 
come all the way to Athens to find another gay man, 
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and this one wasn't anywhere near a closet. | just smiled. 


He placed a hand on my shoulder and walked me down the 
hallway. "Your daddy is a big shot too." 


"Don't remind me," | muttered. 


“He was living down here for a while. Frankly, we were glad 
to see him leave. Dillon arrested him up your neck of the 
woods." 


"Yeah, well, he's out now." 
Daniel Forrest met my gaze. "He's got a lot of power." 
| nodded. 


"So, wanna' get a beer later?" He smiled and cocked his 
head. 


"Ah," | began, about to make an excuse when | saw Jubilee 
out of the corner of my eye. He was leaning against the 
wall, his hat in his hand. 


"Hello Daniel," he drawled. "See you're busy meeting our 
new citizen." 


Daniel Forrest nodded at Jubilee. "You been hiding him?" 


"And with good reason | see," Jubilee replied. He didn't 
smile. 


The atmosphere felt tense and | took the opportunity to slip 
into the room. Darlene was mooning over Steve, who was 
playing it big time. 
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"Hello, Steve," | said. 

Darlene glanced at me. 

"You mind if | speak to him alone?" | asked her. 
"He's hurt," she protested. 


| resisted the urge to roll my eyes. "He'll live." | met her 
gaze. 


She gave me a dirty look. "I don't like you very much, 
Kieran. | thought Canadians were nice people." 


"Not all of us," | told her, looking at the door. 

"It's okay, Darlene," Steve murmured. 

"What if it was Jubilee lying there?" she demanded. 
“Then | doubt he'd like you mooning all over him." 
| gave her a fast smile. 

She brushed past me like a hurricane. 


| walked up to the bed. "You can pick 'em," | said. 


He gave me a faint smile. 

"Garcia has a long reach." 

"What do you mean? Oh"—he laughed a little— 
"yeah, she's a jealous one." 


"Don't play me for some stupid hick that just got off the hay 
wagon. It had nothing to do with jealousy. She's trying to 
eliminate anyone who knows anything. That's means you're 
in this up to your neck." 


He looked away. 

"Was it sex or money? Both can be pretty powerful. 
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Together, they're lethal." 


"So what's your price, Fox? Everyone has one. | heard you 
bent over for an Asian drug runner." 


| didn't let that get to me. Steve was in a corner, and rats 
always lunged when they felt trapped. "I bent over then 
straightened back up. | let my guard down, it's not quite the 
same as accepting a payoff. Help me convict Garcia, and I'll 
get you into witness protection. They've already started 
eliminating the little guys. You're a little guy." 


"You already know who. I've got nothing to say. 


And they'll be coming for you. You're high on their list." 


"I'm sure | am." | smiled. "But | wouldn't worry about me. I'd 
worry about you. You got off easy, but they'll come again. 
You know that or you wouldn't be donning a bullet proof 
vest." 


“Local police will protect me." 


"Not unless Fox here asks me too," Daniel Forest remarked 
as he walked into the room. He looked at me. 


"And | don't think he's about to, are you, Kieran?" 


| shook my head. "Wasn't thinking of it, really." | raised a 
hand to Steve. "Bye, Steve." | walked to the door. 


"Okay!" He called out. "Okay." 


| paused and nodded at Daniel. "Get a statement from him 
and put a guard on his door. As soon as he can be moved, 
put him up in county, isolation." 
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Jubilee was in the hallway, a tall, good looking African- 
American guy in front of him. They were talking and 
laughing. | assumed this was Trace Thatcher. 


"Kieran," Jubilee yanked me over to him as | approached, 
"Meet Trace Thatcher." 


He engulfed my hand and looked me in the eye. He was 
sizing me up. "Kieran Fox," he said. "You're some bad boy." 


| laughed and he released my hand. "Is that so?" 


"| like bad boys, especially when they're on my team." He 
winked at Jubilee. 


Jubilee slapped him on the back. "Two guys | can trust. 
What's up with lover boy?" he asked me. 


"He's making a statement in exchange for some protection. 
Garcia ordered the hit." | walked to the door. 


"You know that for sure?" Jubilee asked me. 
"Yep." 


Darlene was standing outside when the three of us exited. 
She handed me the phone. Trace excused himself. 


He had an errand to run, promising Jubilee he'd be in touch. 
| took the call. "Yeah?" 

"Kieran Fox?" 

"That's me." 

"You're giving our agent a hard time." 

"You bet." 
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Jubilee was watching me closely. 


"| don't usually put my ass on the line unless | know the 
details. So, who am | talking to?" | asked. 


"My name is Perry. Special Ops, US Military." 


"And why do | get the feeling that we're right in the middle 
of a blood bath?" 


"| guess because you're a smart man, and you've got good 
instincts. We always have a place for a man like you." 


"No, thanks. I'm having all | can do handling the sheriff 
stuff." 


‘Perry’ laughed. "You're right in your element now, Fox. You 
were a lucky accident. You know what to do. 


Good luck." 

"You're going to owe me." 

"The President thanks you." The line went dead. 

| handed back the phone to an anxious Darlene. 

Jubilee lifted an eyebrow at me. "The President thanks me," 
| repeated. "Maybe I'll get a state funeral, eh?" 


Jubilee's cell phone rang. | heard him say, "Hey there, Mike," 
before he walked off for privacy. 


Daniel came strutting out... yeah, that was it, he strutted. 
He made a beeline right for me. "I was hoping you were still 
around." 


"Not for long," | remarked. "I'm headed back home." 
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"Can't you stick around a little?" 

Darlene muttered something and crawled into the car. 
"Sorry," | said. 


"Here." He handed me his card. "Call me. We'll have that 
drink." 


| took it and tucked it into my pocket. "Keep me posted 
about Steve," | said and walked around to the driver's side 
of the car. 


Jubilee came jogging over. "Mike is joining the team," he 
informed me then nodded curtly at Daniel before he got in 
beside me. 


Darlene was about to doze off in the backseat. | started the 
engine. Daniel Forest waved in my mirror as | hit the road. 


"He doesn't let up," Jubilee snapped. 
"How are the hives?" | asked, anxious to change the subject. 


“Better. Better until | saw that hotshot policeman drooling all 
over you." 


"Oh." 
"Oh? And you liked it plenty. He's no damned good." 
| looked at him. "How in the hell would you know?" 
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Jubilee laughed. "Don't personally but it got a rise outta ya." 
"Fuck off," | muttered. 


He reached over and squeezed my thigh. "I'd like to fuck 
off... big time but you're playing hard to get." 


| sighed. "I'm preoccupied. We're in the middle of a drug war 
in case you didn't notice, cowboy." 


"Oh | noticed but... | also find it hard to breathe when you're 
around me. You gave me a little taste... am | cut off now?" 


"It wasn't so little." 


He chuckled. "I need more. It's like waffles and honey 
butter, I'm addicted." He sobered. | felt his gaze on me, 
burning hot. "I want you, Kieran. Can't help it. And I'm not 
Sharing you with Forest." 


"Ah, too bad." | grinned. "Although, | had no interest in 
sleeping with him. One Texas cowboy is more than enough 
for me to handle." 

"And you handle this one so well." 


| looked at him. We smiled a secret smile only lovers could 
possibly share. "Oh damn it all, Jubilee. Don't do this to me." 


"Only fair, considering what you do to me." 


| saw the exit for Lone Trail. Darlene was snoring in the 
backseat. 
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"We need to drop her at the hotel," Jubilee announced, "and 
| could use some sleep. Don't think I'll make it home." 


"I'll drop you and..." 


"No," he grabbed my thigh again, squeezing this time so 
hard it hurt. "No. You're going to kill me." 


| said nothing until | pulled into the motel. Darlene lifted her 
head. 


“There you go. And l'm sorry for giving you such a hard 
time," | said as she got out. 


"No, you're not," she replied and marched toward her cabin. 
Jubilee was laughing like a kid. 

"What?" | demanded. 

"You sure gotta a way with women, boy!" 

"Oh shut up," | muttered. 

"Only one way to make me do that." He eyed me. 

"Stuff something in your mouth?" | teased. 

"Yep." 

"Waffles and honey butter?" | raised an eyebrow. 


"Little shit," he whispered, moving his face closer. 


"You going to try and kiss me again, in a motel parking lot? 
How high school!" 


Jubilee glanced at the rental office. "I'll pay." 

| got out of the car. Jubilee hopped out too. "Guess 
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that means yes." So much for Darlene's stupid rule! 


| waited while he paid and got the key. "Real bargain," he 
said, walking with me to the cabin at the end. 


"Fifty-two fifty." He stuck the key in the door. 


"Last of the big spenders." | shook my head but | was having 
a hard time making words. Damn it, Kieran. 


Don't you ever learn? But my brain went into neutral as we 
walked in. | knew this was going to happen again. 


| leaned against the closed door, slipped the chain. | 
watched as Jubilee emptied his pockets, and put his gun 
beside the bed. He took off the hat and began to undo the 
shirt. He paused, looked at me. "You're too far away and 
overdressed." 


"Go ahead," | grunted, taking off my gun as well. 
"I'm enjoying the show." 


He flashed me a grin. "Didn't expect to be the main 
attraction." 


"Baby," | told him, running a hand through my hair, 
"you're the only attraction." 


He wasted no time with the shirt. It wound up in a tangled 
mess in the middle of the floor. | noticed the allergy pills had 
taken care of most of the hives. He hopped around pulling 
off his boots, and then undid the zipper on his jeans. 


He took his time, made me wait then looked at me again 
with an almost shy smile. "You pay extra to see the bottom 
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"Is that so?" | whispered, moving closer. "Is it more than 
fifty-five fifty?" | brushed his hands aside and pushed the 
jeans down over his hips. 


He swallowed. "Fifty-two fifty, actually." | could feel him 
trembling. "I'll take it out in trade though." 


"I'm sure we could come to an arrangement." | pulled his 
briefs down as well and wrapped my fingers around his 
erection. 


He gasped then let his tongue wet his lips. That drew me 
like a moth to a flame and as | fondled his cock, | moved my 
mouth closer to his. | didn't quite let our lips touch. | spent 
some time anticipating that kiss. He groaned softly and 
lightly touched his mouth to mine, my tongue sliding up 


against his. One hand reached out and grabbed my forearm. 
He wanted me closer. | wanted to play. 


| went around to his back and wound one arm around his 
waist. | pulled him against me, my cock so hard | was forced 
to undo my own pants to relieve the pressure. 


My hand went back to his cock while the other snaked up to 
his chest where | lightly teased his nipples. He was my 
prisoner. Not because he couldn't have struggled away, but 
because he didn't want to. He surrendered to my sexual 
play, his breathing shallow, chest heaving. He said my 
name, bucking into my groin. He was mine for that 
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moment, and | stroked his cock, moving my other hand now 
over his ass, and then snaking my fingers up inside of him. 


Without lube, it took a moment but his own excitement 
made it easier, and | slowly began to finger fuck him while | 
kept up the pace on his rock hard cock. He cried out my 
name. He pleaded and | pushed him onto his back on the 
bed. His head hung over the side and | hastily got rid of my 
pants while he watched. 


Jubilee mouthed, "Come here." 


He reached up for my hand and | moved my cock over his 
lips, leaving them wet and glistening. He opened his mouth 
and | fed him my lust, and my need, finally springing back 
away from him then crawling onto the bed. 


He grabbed me and pinned me onto my back. "Now | get to 
ride that cock," he pressed my arms over my head and 
began to kiss me. My cock was pumping. He tongued my 
nipples and worked his way down, one hand reaching blindly 
for a condom. 


| took it from him and tore open the package with my teeth. 
He stroked me with his hand and | moved my hips upward. 
"You are so ready," he grunted, slipping on the rubber. "You 
are so beautiful. I'm going to use your cock, Kieran. It's mine 
tonight." He straddled my hips. "I rode the rodeo a few 
times but | swear | never wanted to 
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ride that bull like | want to ride that thick cock of yours." 


| let out a cry as | felt him bear down on my cock, 
swallowing it, inch by inch. "Oh God!" | shouted. 


He smiled at me, moving down more on my shaft. 


He touched my hair while | felt the sweat roll down my face. 
His own sweat dripped onto me. "Beautiful, fucking 
beautiful," he grunted, his knees on each side as he moved 
his hands under my ass and lifted up as he bore down. We 
began to move in time, Jubilee looking down into my eyes. 


The sounds | heard in that room didn't quite seem human, 
desire, need, sexual heat and... passion. So much passion, 
that kept on and on until | thought perhaps I'd died and was 
in some kind of bizarre heaven. 


"Good mercy, Lord!" Jubilee cried out, as his cock began to 
shoot reams of come onto my stomach and chest. 


Sensing my need to move faster, Jubilee rolled over onto his 
back, taking me with him. I lost contact with his ass for one 
painful moment then plunged back into his body, hard, his 
legs on my shoulders. | let go, went crazy, fucking him with 
all | had in me. 


His head went back and he shouted, laughing, and | finally 
came inside of him, exhausted as | fell forward onto his 
damp body. | felt his hand in my hair. Sex had never been 
this good, and | knew Jubilee had probably ruined me for 
anyone else. 
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"God damn it, Kieran!" 


| closed my eyes, peaceful now. My heart rate was calming. | 
lay there on top of him and didn't move. | couldn't. | was 
completely drained. 


"If | said | loved you, would you mind?" That was Jubilee 
talking. 


| almost didn't hear him, yet I did. It was unexpected and | 
thought maybe it was best to ignore it. 


Then he said it again. "You heard me." 


| glanced up at him. "It's just the sex." 


"Oh, because it's fantastic, mind blowing, more than a man 
could ever hope for or dream of?" 


"Um," | laid my head back down, smiling. "That's it." 
"Okay." 

| sighed. "You're angry?" 

"Nope." 


"Yeah, you are," | said, moving out of his arms. | lay on the 
pillow beside him, looked up at the ceiling. 


"I shouldn't have said it." 


"No, you shouldn't have," | replied. | swung my legs over the 
side of the bed and sat there. "You're in no position to love 
me." 


"Why not... because l'm not going to prance around town 
and announce our engagement in the newspaper?" 
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| turned and looked at him. "I can't really picture you 
prancing." | laughed. 


"We're going to joke this off." 
“Look, we just had a great time. Let's leave it at that." 


"Because of Dishi?" 


"Dishi? What in hell does Dishi have to do with us having 
great sex?" 


"Nothing to do with the sex, but as for the state of us, 
everything, from where | sit." Jubilee nodded. 


"You're not sitting, you're lying, and keep Dishi out of this." 
"You're afraid of love but I'm not Dishi." 

"No, maybe you're worse," | told him. 

He narrowed his eyes. 


"Dishi was no good," | explained. "In the end, | knew that. It 
was easy to justify not fucking him anymore. 


You... well... you're a good man, you have honor and 
integrity but you'd never really be mine." 


| went to get out of bed, and he grabbed me, held me there. 


"| already am yours," he replied hoarsely. "I'm yours, Kieran. 
Can't you feel it? Can't you see it in my eyes? | thought 
about trying to hide it, but | can't. | was yours the minute | 
Saw you Standing on that porch with 
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Dillon that day. I'm just not quite sure how to handle you." 


He released me and | turned to look at him. 


"It's not like in the city," he continued. "I was free, at least 
at night, lost in the gay bars, sex with strangers. No one 
knew but none of those men meant anything. The sex... 
well... it was okay most times, nothing like this. | can't lose 
you. Tell me what you want, what to do, l'Il do it. 


I'll do anything." 


| met his gaze. | placed my hand behind his head and 
brought him in for a kiss. It quickly turned to passion and | 
began to touch him again, moving my lips to his erection, 
and slowly, lovingly brought him to climax. 


| wasn't sure what | wanted him to do in the long term 
except | suspected that | was as addicted to his body as he 
probably was to mine. He was my drug, and | was his. 


Right now, | only wanted him to make love to me like this. 


The rest was on a wait and see basis. If he broke my heart 
as | suspected he might, so be it. | was helpless to stop it. 


| slept for a while after we made love again but | had a lot 
on my mind. It was not a peaceful sleep. Jubilee on the other 
hand slept soundly. He'd taken some more allergy meds and 
they knocked him out. | watched him as | quietly dressed, 
smiling. | felt tenderness for him, and an urgent, intense 
rush of desire. | almost took my clothes off again and 
crawled in beside him. | wanted to fuck him in 
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the Texas dawn, but | had other things | needed to do. If | 
wanted to keep people safe, | couldn't wait much longer. 


So, | walked out into the bright sunshine and got into the 
car, craving caffeine and sleep. | knew Jubilee would be a 
little miffed when he awoke and found me gone, but he'd 
call someone for a lift back. He had plenty to keep him busy 
what with putting together his new team and such. | was 
sure he wouldn't sit around waiting for me. 


| had to see my father. He'd been running this county even 
from behind bars, and it was time the king was dethroned. | 
couldn't help thinking as | drove, that dear old dad and | 
were probably cut from the same cloth. It took a tough guy 
with balls to control everyone in town. Being family, 
however, wouldn't stop me from yanking him down off his 
pedestal. | had no love or loyalty to offer the man. 


Our blood tie was for me an unfortunate accident, one | 
wouldn't let stand in the way of bringing him down. 


Nigel Fox was staying in a broken down trailer on Harvest 
Road with his newest girlfriend, one of Eva Jones's 
daughters, who sometimes supplied the goods at the whore 
house. 


When | drove up in front of the trailer, | saw Evelyn hanging 
clothes out on a line that was strung in the trees. 


She knew me of course, having seen me in town. "Hello, 
Sheriff." 
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"Good morning, Ms Jones." | guess she'd heard about the 
new job. Everyone heard everything fast in this town. 


"Here to see Nigel? He's still sleeping." 


| picked up a silky blouse from a small basket and handed it 
to her. She was a pretty young thing, brunette, big eyes, 
nicely put together. Too bad she'd gotten involved with such 
garbage. 


She took it and thanked me, pinning it on the line. 
"| can wait." 


“Better call me Evelyn. Guess this kinda makes us related, 
me being with your daddy and all." 


"Not really." 


“Come on now, handsome." She elbowed me. "He's going to 
make it legal. I'll be your stepmom." 


She was younger than | was. | gave her a tight smile. 
"Your mom's not still alive, is she? Nigel won't say." 
"No. She was killed in a car crash a few years back. 
You're free and clear." 

"I'm sorry, Sheriff Fox, about your mom." 


The trailer door flew open suddenly and | saw him in the 
clear daylight. He'd shaved off the beard, gotten a haircut 
since I'd seen him a few short days ago. He was my 
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height, muscular and strong. He had my green eyes, and 
dark hair but his features were sharper. I'd been saved by 
my mother from the hawk like nose. He was wearing jeans, 
his plaid shirt flapping open. He had a tattoo of a naked 
woman on his chest and | suppose for his age, he'd be 
considered good-looking. 


"I'm surprised you kept my name," he called out to me as he 
came forward. 


"Kind of a hassle to change it," | told him. "It was on the 
birth certificate." 


"Want coffee, Sheriff?" Evelyn offered innocently. 


"No thanks." | really did but | figured he'd paid for it, and | 
didn't want anything from him at all. 


She went inside and left us alone. 
"Didn't think I'd be seeing you again so soon." 


When | didn't respond, he went on. "Now we're in daylight, 
no question you're mine from the looks of ya. Heard you say 
to Evelyn your ma was dead. Sorry about that." 


"Right," | said. Since he hadn't known before, | assumed 
Evelyn was jumping the gun on the wedding. 


"Guess you know what I'm here for." 
"Can't say that I do." 


"I Know you have the entire community under siege. 


They're all working for you but I'm taking them down, one 
by one." 
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"Are you now?" He lifted an eyebrow. "You, and that 
marshal, Jubilee Mason?" He eyed me. "What makes you 
think you can trust him?" 


"| just can." 
“Everyone has a price." 
"So I'm told. Some come cheaper than others." 


He smirked. "You can't do this alone, boy. You'll get yourself 
killed. And | don't want to see that happen. 


Even if you hate me, I'm still your pa. We just find ourselves 
at odds, that's all." 


"At odds? Do you know how many people have died, 
innocents as well as scumbags like you? These people have 
a right to live." 


"Yeah, and they're piss poor. We're giving them something 
to hope for, a little prosperity. What they do ain't livin'." 


"At what cost do they prosper?" 


He just shrugged. "Depends how smart they are I'm 


guessin’. 


"Now, you listen to me, Nigel"—I held his gaze and moved 
up into his space—"and listen well, because I'm only going 
to say this once... you so much as pick your nose in public in 
my county and I'm coming for you. I'm going to watch your 
every move until | find your weak spot. Then I'm taking you 
down." 
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He didn't say anything for a second then he smiled. 

"Whoo hoo, boy, hot damn! You're a chip off the old block." 


| shook my head and walked back to the car. | put my hand 
on the car door. 


"Kieran, | told them you were off limits but | can't protect 
you forever." 


| looked at him. "This is going to end with one of us in the 
ground, Nigel, and it isn't going to be me. And | never had 
your protection growing up, what would make you think | 

need it now?" 


"Keeping all that hostility deep inside ain't good for a man. 
And from the looks of it, you turned out all right." 


| got into the car. 
"All gloves off then?" he called out. 


| glanced at him once before | drove away, and echoed, 
"Yeah, all gloves are off." 


On the way back to town, my phone rang. It was Jubilee. 
"Hi there," | said. "You call to chew me out?" 

"| hated waking up without you. | forgive you." 

"Is there a condition to this forgiveness?" 

"Of course there is." 

"Does it involve getting naked?" | laughed. 

"Partly." 
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He sounded all drowsy and sexy. | wanted to drive straight 
back to the hotel and crawl into bed again. "Are you still in 
bed?" 


"Yeah. I'm stroking my cock talking to you. You have the 
sexiest voice, so deep and male, with that Canadian 
accent." 


"Canadians don't have accents." 


"Yeah... right... um, yeah... oh... Kieran. You're so... ooh... 
hot." 


"Jesus," | gulped, "stop that, | just about went off the road." 


He chuckled. "Serves you right for what you did to me last 
night. You okay?" 


"Yeah. | guess." 

"Where did you go off to?" 

“Nowhere special." 

"Oh damn, I've just come all over the sheets talking to you." 
“Thanks for the visual." 

"I miss you. Come back to the hotel. Bring coffee." 

He hung up. 


When | arrived, the door was unlocked. Jubilee was still in 
bed. | sat the coffee down on the bureau and looked at him. 
"What am I now, the fetch and carry boy?" 


"And what a pretty fetch and carry boy you are." He 
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crooked his finger at me. 


"None of that," | scolded. "You shouldn't leave the door 
unlocked like that." 


"I was expecting a hot man, and lookey what | got here. I'll 
always leave my door open to you, stud." 


"Where's Janis Bond?" 


"She called me earlier, said she had some stuff to do." 


"Did she take her secret decoder ring?" | brought him the 
coffee. 


He pulled me down beside him with one hand and nuzzled 
my neck as he took off the plastic cover with the other. 
"Very cute. Did | ever tell you how cute you are?" 


"You called me hot and a stud, that might qualify." 


"| always wanted one of those spy rings. You could send 
away for them in comic books. Remember?" 


"Along with little fish people that came alive when watered." 
‘Was that true?" 


"Don't know. They were terrifying. | never did order any." | 
grinned. 


He reached out and placed a hand on my thigh. 
"Big, strong boy like you afraid of fish people?" 
"Jube," | cautioned. 

"What? We got time." He set the coffee aside on the 
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night table. 


| lifted an eyebrow and allowed myself to be pulled down on 
the bed. "Anyone ever tell you, you're incorrigible?" 


"Only you." He grinned and captured my mouth with his. 


| decided that was lucky for him, and wrapped my arms 
around him just as his phone rang. Of course, he became all 
business. | heard a succession of "whats?" and then he 
turned to me as he ended the call. 


"Want to come with me to the morgue?" 


"You're so damned romantic. I'm all atingle. What's playing 
at the morgue? And do we get popcorn?" 


"Josh." 

“They found him?" 

"In a most unlikely place." 

| sighed. "Don't tell me a gator got him too?" 
"Not this time. They found him in a car... my car. 


Sitting in the passenger seat, if you please. I'm told it was a 
hatchet that chopped him almost in two. Bad way to die." 


He paused. 
"What?" | dreaded hearing this. 


“They're telling me there may be another body in the trunk. 
Blood's dripping from it. They're towing the car to the 
morgue now." 
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“They're not giving us a chance to view the crime scene?" 


“They can't. The car was left, engine running, in the middle 
of Main Street." 


He looked so woebegone, | tried to lighten things up. "And 
you want me to see this on an empty stomach because...?" 


He stared at me. "Oh, it's a matinee. Two for one, baby. All 
the soda and ice cream you can handle." 


| shook my head. "You have a dark side." 


We got off the bed. | tried not to think about Josh sitting in 
that car with a hatchet sticking out of his body. | shivered, 
remembering my dad had said the gloves were off now. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 


Pauline was pissed. She had a house filled with potentially 
single men. All of them in uniform, all of them drooling over 
her peach and lavender scones and jasmine and lemon iced 
tea and here I was insisting that she pack the boys and get 
out of Dodge. I'd already arranged for her to stay with old 
family friends in Canton, Connecticut. 


But she had to go. She and the kids were in danger and she 
knew it. Somebody had stolen my car, killed Josh and 
stuffed him in my trunk before staging his body in the 
passenger seat in the middle of the road, leaving the vehicle 
in full view of all the neighbors. 


"| can't leave," she kept insisting. "That Mike guy is awful 
cute... say, is he single?" 


"| don't Know and until we catch this wacko, | want you and 
the boys away from here." 


"What about the cat—Felicity and the kittens?" 


"You can take them. | already talked to a woman at Jet Pets. 
They can all fly together. They'll reach Connecticut before 
you do." 


"But you need me to cook." She sounded desperate. 
"No, | need you to be alive." 
She had no comeback for that one. She'd lost her 
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husband, Oakie, in the war against terror in Afghanistan. 


We had a small family, so small | wasn't even letting her go 
to his parents who were a lot closer in Louisiana. | couldn't 
take the risk that whoever was behind all this would hunt 
her and the boys down in the bayou. They'd already 
orchestrated Dishi kidnapping Andre, but thanks to Kieran 
we got him back. | wanted my family safe. 


What could she say? | was right and she knew it. I'd already 
laid out for her how sinister Josh's killing was. 


Whoever did it wiped my car completely clean. The morgue 
said the body had been kept on ice for a period of time and 
to place him first in the trunk, then the passenger seat 
meant that many bones in Josh's body had been broken. 


This whole case had taken on increasingly vicious 
proportions. 


And of course, when we'd canvassed our 


notoriously nosey neighbors, nobody admitted to seeing a 
thing. 


My snazzy work vehicle was now police evidence. 


My sister's was a piece of crap but I'd make do with it. It was 
unobtrusive which would help my investigation in the 
coming days. We couldn't both drive it. If she stayed, I'd be 
forced to remove the training wheels off Andre's bicycle, 
conducting police business on that until this mess was over. 
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"You can complete your medical course online," | reminded 
her. 


"Yeah." Her eyes glinted dangerously. "You've thought of 
everything, haven't you? Except that I. Don't. 


Want. To. Go." 


There was a knock on the front door, inducing a tense 
moment until Philip opened it. Against all the rules he didn't 
check who it was, but | suspected he'd felt emboldened by 
all the testosterone in the house. The people from Jet Pets 
had arrived. The look he gave me would forever haunt me. 


"Pa, they can't take my critters," he said, tears falling down 
his cheeks. | picked him up and held him. He hid his face in 
my neck. He always got embarrassed when he cried. | 
gently explained that I'd paid extra for Jet Pets to come and 
give Felicity her shots and her still nursing kittens to be 
prepared for travel. 


Andre also became upset about their kitty family leaving, 
until the twins realized they'd be flying too. 


"Oh, boy!" they shouted in unison. Philip struggled out of my 
arms and they raced off to pack. 


"I'd better go supervise or all they'll take is toys," 


my sister murmured. She should have been pleased. She 
was going to visit old friends of ours we hadn't seen ina 


decade, but stayed in touch with. Nobody would think of 
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looking for her in Connecticut. My sister didn't have a 
Facebook page or Twitter account and the boys could handle 
being homeschooled for as long as this would take. 


| wanted them all gone and for the rest of us to get down to 
business. We had some murky crap on our hands, the likes 
of which I'd never seen in my life and now... the perp was 
letting me know he could and would stage any damned 
horror show he wanted. 


We chit-chatted until Pauline, the boys, and the cats all left. 
The Jet Pets crew had kindly offered to take the family to the 
airport, but | knew the boys would want to ride in a police 
car. | wanted to drive them but knew | had to show the 
Sheriff's deputies that | trusted them. One of the guys took 
them and even let the siren go for a moment. | could picture 
Andre and Philip's glee over that. 


The rest of us congregated in the living room. 
"Is there any more iced tea?" Mike asked me. 
| frowned at him. "No," | grumped. "Let's get to it, shall we?" 


Everyone stared at me. | guessed | was supposed to take 
the lead. | glanced to my left. Kieran gave me a slight nod, 
so | began. 


"For now, since we're a small group and somebody wired up 
all our offices, let's call this our headquarters. 


Mike will give you the frequency for our radio 
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communications. This will change every six hours. Nobody is 
to discuss this case with anyone outside this group and 
there are to be no personal calls unless it's for an extreme 
emergency. 


“Here's what we know. This turf war crap's been going ona 
while, the sides are a little murky, but things started getting 
out of hand when Reggie Jones was hired to come into town 
to handle a big drug transaction about two months ago by a 
small, but solid drug cartel in Dallas. For those of you who 
don't know, Reggie learned how to run girls from his mother. 
She adopted him when he was two. 


She's the local brothel owner but so far, all we have on her 
is that she whores out women of age who are willing to sell 
themselves. 


“There are many reasons she's been left in peace... 
mostly we keep tabs on her to see if she contacts the cartel. 


She does. Only by cell phone. We've been able to tap some 
of those calls. 


"The cartel is owned by the Howards, an African-American 
family, who run a series of art galleries using the shipment 


of paintings to disguise drug drops around the country. 


"They've been successful and very quiet for a couple of 
years. Seven months ago, one of the sons, not a bright kid 
but a tough son of a gun, was a part-time boxer 
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who was arrested with a gun in his car and some drug 
paraphernalia. I'm not talking dope. I'm talking weighing 
units, glassine bags... everything the professional drug 
dealer needs. There were traces of drugs all over his car. 


This guy was about to go to Las Vegas for a world title fight 
and he didn't want to languish in jail. In exchange for 
information about his family's activities, the US Marshals 
escorted him to his fight. He lost the bout and we took him 
from ringside and put him straight into witness protection. 


"We've kept tabs on him and he's fine. He's out of the 
country and he's cool. He's never even attempted to make 
contact with his family and they have no clue where he is. 


"Once they realized he'd turned and that we knew about 
their activities, and that we were trying to intercept the 
paintings, the Howard family stopped hiding their crap 
inside the shipments of artwork. They started hiring out to 
small-time hoodlums they trusted. That's when they hired 
Ma Jones's little boy, Reggie, a drifter... a stringer, a cocky 
pimp, to do a deal with Juan Ruiz." 


| looked everyone in the eye. Darlene, Thatcher, Mike. My 
newly assembled crew. My gaze took in the four sheriff's 


deputies sitting opposite me, and of course a sight for my 
sore eyes, Kieran. 


"For a guy who was trying to move on up in the drug 
business, Reggie sure screwed up big on his first job. 


110 
Longing 
AJ Llewellyn & DJ Manly 


This was a deal that went bad, and shouldn't have. Ruiz had 
worked through the Tanners before. They were his 
middlemen because they were cheap and, from what we 
understand, he was confident that they wanted the money 
he could funnel their way. 


“But this time, he was ambushed at the Tanner property. 
Why an experienced dealer like Ruiz would even agree to 
meet at the Tanner residence without backup is beyond me, 
but..." | paused for dramatic effect. "It seems that Ruiz 
didn't trust Jones and when Jones left the property thinking 
Ruiz was dead and the drugs he'd come to sell were safely 
stowed away on the Tanner's property, he was followed. 


"We know he got into a gunfight near the school. 


Shots were exchanged, killing Petey Morrison. That was a 
game changer." 


Everyone murmured, but | kept talking over them. 


"I'm about to tell you something that's never been revealed 
to the sheriff's department before. We know that the person 
who exchanged gunfire with Reggie Jones was a member of 
the Carter family cartel. Another stringer. He is a federal 


agent working undercover. | cannot reveal any more than 
that, but he has been inside the cartel for several months. 
He's proven himself to be a loyal cartel dealer. He reports to 
us when he can, but he is the one the Howard 
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family asked to work with Ruiz. 

"Ruiz had called the family saying he was nervous. 


They didn't like getting direct calls. Everything coming into 
their business is via work orders online. They don't know 
that we know that. We had to hire coding experts to help us 
figure out what the codes were. We've tapped their phones. 


All of them. We've taped hours of conversation where they 
talk about meeting friends for lunch at a crab shack. That's 
code for a drug drop." 


Trace was nodding. He knew. 


"We need a little more time and we can piece all this 
together. The Howards haven't stopped dealing. 


They've gotten bigger. They're now planning to open 
galleries in Arizona and California. All the cities near the 
Mexican border. We have to stop them." 


| tried to calm myself. | felt Kieran's gaze on my face. 


“Our informant has given us a lot of useful information and 
to protect him, we've recorded a few small drug drops but 
haven't interfered with any. This is a multi-agency operation. 


We want to get them on the big deal that's coming. And 
that's why | want you all to understand the evolution of this 
freakin' monster of a case. 


"Ruiz had worked with the Tanners before but all of a sudden 
the Tanners want a bigger cut for their work. Then 
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Reggie was calling constantly, trying to change the time of 
the drop. Against his better judgment, Ruiz didn't accept our 
informant's offer to attend the meet with him. He went 
alone and got himself killed." 


"Wow," Kieran said. "So your informant was outside the 
property?" 


| nodded. "Yes. He said Ruiz was gone for a long time. He 
heard nothing. Couldn't see much. The Tanners' 


property is long and flat, not many places to hide where a 
surveillance vehicle wouldn't be seen. Eventually, what he 
sees is Reggie Jones running out of there with Earl Pruitt. 


"Jones took off on foot when he saw our man, leaving Earl 
with his car. The chase went on for a couple of miles. 
Outside the school, our informant traded shots with Reggie. 
Reggie shot wide. Killed Petey Morrison. Our man went into 
immediate hiding. He's taken it awful hard for a law 
enforcement officer that he had to stay undercover and not 
help the kid. We've tried to assure him there was nothing he 
could do. Petey died instantly. 


"On the plus side, our man has proven himself. The family 
trusts him. Meanwhile, back here in Lone Trail, our manhunt 
for Reggie began. He tried telling a bunch of lies to the 
Howard family back in Dallas. They wouldn't take him in... 
left him running in the wind. They also didn't try and blow 
him away... they knew we were watching them. 
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They figured they could wait. They had to. Too much heat on 
him and don't forget, he made a mistake leaving Lone Trail 
without the drugs. 


"He took off, leaving about a million dollars' worth of 
cocaine and heroin and a bunch of fake ecstasy pills. 


From what we've been able to piece together, he was 
freaked out over the way Ruiz was killed. He was scared of 
the Tanners. Then he freaked out over killing the kid. Not 
that he felt bad about that, but he knew that we wouldn't 
stop pursuing him. 


"We've used a lot of manpower and I've come up with this." 
| shook out my printed notes and glanced down at them. 


"He went back to Houston thinking the heat would ease up a 
little. He was getting it from us and the Howard cartel. He 
quickly went through his retinue of women. He first went to 
his wife, who by all accounts has always put up with his 
crap. They've never gotten divorced even though there's 
another woman in Houston he sees, plus all the other 
women he's got scattered across Texas and Arizona. 


"| guess his charm's worn off because they've always 
supported him. Ain't that a kick in the head? 


Anyway, his wife's always believed he loved her best and 
that he would someday come back to her. To that end, | 
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asked Trace Thatcher to go and interview her. Trace has 
some interesting news." 


| gave him the floor. Trace, who was sitting on my dead 
brother-in-law's favorite La-Z-Boy, leaned forward and spoke 
quickly. 


"She likes black men. She's white but the first thing she told 
me was that she's a black woman trapped in a white 
woman's body. | played on her... loneliness a little. | soent 
half a day with her. And she can talk. She said she could 
tolerate Reggie runnin' around with other women, but not 
men. That was a shock to her. She thought Reggie might 
settle down some, but he was scared because he didn't 
bring home the drugs and started burning through the 
cartel's money. 


"He kept thinking he could pay it back. She said he thought 
he'd go back to Lone Trail, get the drugs and cut some off 
the top of his stash and do some side-selling. We all know 
how that goes. The cartels always know they've been 
diddled." He paused. "This is where it gets interesting. 


Earl Pruitt showed up. He and Jones had a thing together. 


Reggie tried to deny it, but his old lady kicked him out. She 
told me he still had the gun he used in the Petey Morrison 
shooting and he was getting real paranoid. She said he was 
watching TV all the time, obsessed with the news, freaking 
out if he heard a police siren or a helicopter." 
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"Geez, | feel so sorry for him," one of the guys cracked. 


"Well, he left with Earl, but she says she thought that really 
scared him. He told her over and over he was afraid of the 
Tanners. He was scared to go back and get the drugs they'd 
been keeping for him. He told her they'd killed a man and 
he and Earl had witnessed it. She said he couldn't sleep 
nights and also went berserk if he ever saw someone with 
so much as a butter knife in his hand. He was convinced the 
Tanners would have opened up the drug packages and 
siphoned stuff off." 


"Just like he was planning to himself," Kieran said. 
Trace nodded. "Exactly. So, he called his boss." 


Trace flushed a deep shade of crimson. I'd never seen an 
African-American man blush before. It was actually sexy. 


"I'm sorry to say his boss is Nigel Fox." 
Everyone sat with that news for a moment. 


"Doesn't surprise me," Kieran said. "Go on." 


“Reggie told his wife when she went to visit him in jail that 
your father is the one who killed Charlie Tanner. 


He went to see Reggie in jail and said he'd make sure 
Reggie died in prison." 


That news seemed to unsettle everyone in the room. 


"I see why you Say it's murky," Kieran deadpanned, glancing 
across at me. 
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Trace continued. "According to Reggie's wife, Reggie called 
her before he was arrested and told her the Tanners were 
cutting the drugs with a bad, very cheap homemade 
substance called bath salts." 


Everyone groaned. Bath salts sounded innocent but we'd all 
heard the lurid news report of a guy so high on the stuff he 
ate another man's face off. He'd had unusual strength 
during his high. It had taken twenty men to restrain him. 


"According to Reggie's wife, her husband was afraid that 
both his boss and the cartel were after him. He only got 
some of his drugs back from the Tanners. They had sold a 
lot of the cut merchandise. Reggie stayed with Earl. You all 
of course found Earl near death when Reggie tied him up 
and ditched him. He couldn't have Earl with him when he 
was on the run. 


“But the next thing she knew, Nigel Fox was at her door. He 
believed her that Reggie didn't have the drugs Reggie was 


supposed to give to him. Of course, he wanted to track him 
down. Apparently, that's when he went to see the Tanners 
and they came to some kind of understanding. 


"Then the cartel guys came to visit Mrs Jones. By this time 
she was frightened. And then, Nigel came back. 


He was worried. The Tanners had begun to distribute their 
new product without his authority. As you know, bath salts 
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is a dangerous and frightening drug. It's sweeping the 
country and we can't keep up with it. 


"There are three main chemical components and these 
three substances have been made temporarily illegal for 
sale in the US. They've been designated Schedule 1 


controlled substances. These chemicals are mephedron, 
methylone and MDPV—but they are just ingredients, not the 
products themselves. Put them together and we have an 
epidemic we don't want to have on our hands. 


"The challenge with these synthetic drugs is that any good 
chemist can tweak their molecular structure and make the 
drugs." 


He paused. "The Tanners realized they were onto 
something. They did give Reggie back most of his product. 


They now had something bigger." 


"The ingredients for bath salts," | said. 


Trace nodded. 

"Where are they?" Kieran asked. 

Trace looked at him. 

"Oh." Kieran looked stunned for a moment. 


"So... they started buying up these three ingredients and 
thought they could become brokers... and my—Nigel Fox 
wanted his drugs, which Reggie took, so he went to war with 
the Tanners." 


"Pretty much," Trace said. 
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"And so he's got the chemicals?" Kieran looked like he was 
having trouble accepting all of this. 


"According to three of the girlfriends | spoke to," 


Trace said. "Reggie started calling them, complaining that 
the Tanners had cut his high quality drugs with this street 
crap, but the cartel said their sales went up and they 
wanted in on this new drug. It's cheap, and the high lasts 
longer than crack or ice. Only problem is that it's hard to 
find the chemicals. The Tanners might be a freakish bunch 
but they sure do understand the vibe of poor drug addicts." 


We all sat with this for a moment. 


"They never said anything to us, but of course we've been 
taping them in their cells. Charlie got away," | said. 


"We traced some of his phone calls. All of them were to 
Garcia, Simms, and Nigel Fox." 


"He was killed with the gun that Reggie used to shoot Petey 
Morrison, wasn't he?" one of the deputies asked. 


"Taken from police custody," Kieran said. "Jubilee and | 
arrested Reggie and Earl. They had a hell of a stash of 
weapons there. | don't know how, but Nigel persuaded Josh 
to get that weapon out of lock-up. He killed Charlie Tanner." 


"Did he kill Josh?" one of the deputies suddenly asked. 
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"We don't know," | said. "But there's another player in all of 
this. Josh's wife, Jackie. She turned up at the marshals’ office 
at the museum next to the school, pretending she was a 
cleaning lady. I've only met her a couple of times and didn't 
even recognize her, but | do know this. She's a chemist. 
That was her trade. She never got over the fact that Josh 
moved her from Houston to Lone Trail. She works at the 
drug store part-time, as a pharmacist two nights a week. | 
had an idea she might have been involved in some of the 
purchasing of the drugs through her line of work. | actually 
got Mike to investigate this since this particular crime 
crosses State lines. Mike?" 


Mike stood, handing out pieces of paper. They contained a 
ledger of the Daisy Pharmacy's purchases going back for 
four weeks. Apart from the usual sleep aids, a few orders of 
Cialis—the penile enhancement medication—and an 
alarming amount of anti-anxiety medication, she'd 


authorized astonishing quantities of the three drugs we now 
knew made up bath salts. 


"She was selling these chemicals to one single customer, so 
it wasn't like she was stealing, but then thirteen days ago, 
these ingredients became illegal and according to my 
sources, the owner of the pharmacy was alerted by the Food 
and Drug Authority. He told her to stop purchasing the 
chemicals. The Feds started coming down 
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on her because they traced her black market activities all 
the way to Delaware." 


"And she's a cop's wife?" Trace gaped at me. 


| nodded. "He must have been involved too, because we 
have secret footage of him, Charlie Tanner, and a 
mysterious man shooting Charlie. If you haven't all seen the 
footage, we have it on an MP3 download. You can access it 
from the secure database Mike created exclusively for this 
task force." 


Glancing at Mike, he took this as his cue to continue. "She 
seemed very comfortable for a country chemist about going 
on underground websites purchasing vast quantities of 
chemicals. All of it was shipped to the pharmacy. So she's a 
brazen little thing. By the way, according to the owner of 
the drug store, Marshals Garcia and Simms went in there a 
couple of times to caution her." 


"Garcia and Simms?" | asked. "Under whose authority?" 


Mike shrugged. "They're not speaking, but | assume Steve 
Becker. Your predecessor." 


That might have explained why somebody 


attempted to kill Steve, but what if he'd been stashing 
chemicals? | doubted he would be honest and tell us the 
truth. 


"We need to check out his property," | said. "He 
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lives in a remote enough place he could stash all this crap." 
"And we need to check out Nigel Fox's ranch too," 


Kieran said, "but we'd better have a search warrant for 
that." 


“There's something else," | said. "Selby Tanner. 


When Charlie was released from jail we kept him under 
surveillance and he went to his auntie's house. Let's see if 
he was using her place for storage." 


My cell phone rang. Will Fortune, the county medical 
examiner greeted me and began rattling off some disturbing 
news. | listened, then ended the call and addressed the 
troops. 


"| have no idea when Selby was last seen. | think we all 
assumed she was in the house. We need to check her place 
out, too. According to the medical examiner, at least three 


of the finger bones found inside Bubba the alligator's 
stomach were female. An elderly female." 


We all agreed to split up. My team would take the Fox farm, 
the sheriff's department would go to Steve's place. We 
wanted to make sure it could never be said we did anything 
that was a conflict of interest. 


"Lucky you," Kieran said, grinning at me. "You can tackle my 
old man and the old lady. I'll head up to Athens." 


By the looks of the orders Jackie had made, we had a huge 
quantity of the stuff to look for and it wasn't on the 
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Tanner property. We'd been through that place. Thank God. 
| didn't relish the idea of ever going back there. 

"Hey," | said. "Maybe you can start with my office. 


The crawl space. Jackie wanted to get in there for some 
reason. Maybe they've been stashing this stuff all over 
town." 


"One question," Kieran said, looking at Mike. "Who was 
Jackie's buyer for all these components?" 


"No idea," Mike said. "She deleted all the names on the 
records. We have a computer expert trying to go through 
the hard drive now. There's something you should know." 
Mike ran a hand through his hair. "Bath salts sound innocent 
but it's a terrible drug. It turns people into zombies. Their 


body temperature soars and they whip their clothes off. We 
mentioned before the super-human strength, but they also 
become violent." 


Everyone stood for a moment. | voiced the obvious. 
"Be careful out there," | said. 


Selby Tanner was a weird woman. Although she had strange 
signs outside her house warning of the dangers of using a 
microwave oven, or the impending end of the world for 
which she was marking with a gigantic, homemade 
doomsday calendar, and add to that, her ever-growing 
colony of half-feral cats, | would have actually 
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categorized her as sane compared to the rest of the 
Tanners. 


Since | was waiting for a judge to approve the search 
warrant on the Fox property, Darlene and Mike were riding 
in one marshal-appointed Ford Mustang. | was riding 
shotgun with Trace Thatcher in his car. It was a little classier 
than my sister's old Honda. 


The two vehicles pulled up and we parked. Trace and | 
approached her front door, Darlene and Mike approached 
the side of the house. Mail and old local newspapers were 
jumbled by the entrance, but that didn't mean she was 
dead. 


I knocked on the door. The wood was so rotted it almost fell 
in. 


Somebody was inside. Unless it was more mangy cats. I'd 
never seen such skinny critters in my life. That did worry 
me. Selby Tanner always fed her pets. At the first sign of 
human contact, the animals began to screech. They were 
hungry. Battered tin plates scattered around the property 
were empty. Some turned over. | spotted what looked like a 
dead pig lying on the ground in the distance. 


My cell phone vibrated. It was a text from Mike. 
Woman in house. Pacing near front door. 


| Knocked again. Louder. | could see a sliver of pink fabric as 
the door once again almost jumped off its hinges. 


"What do you want?" a female voice finally asked 
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from inside. 


"US Marshals, ma'am," | said. "We're here to do a welfare 
check on Selby Tanner." 


She opened the door, peering out at us. 
The foul stench of death from inside almost knocked me out. 
Trace gagged, covering his mouth. 


"I'm Selby Tanner," she said. 


My gaze was glued to her right hand. Two fingers were 
missing, the hand badly infected. She'd made a bad attempt 
to bandage it and it had swollen up like a balloon. 


There was another problem, too. She wasn't Selby Tanner. 


| called the watch commander in Tyler, Texas from my cell 
phone. He'd been on standby and took my call instantly. 
"We need backup," | said. "We need an ambulance." As a 
Skinny cat slunk against me, | said, "And bring Animal 
Control." 


The old lady was hysterical. "Animal Control? | don't need no 
animal control. And why'd you need backup?" 


| wished we had a couple of sheriff's deputies on hand but 
with the departure of Dillon DePriest and Joshua's death 
their numbers were low and they'd all gone with Kieran. We 
had a deputy taking my sister to the airport. 


125 
Longing 
AJ Llewellyn & DJ Manly 


That got me frantic all over again. Why hadn't | heard from 
her? 


As if on cue, she called me. The old lady behind the door 
stared as | took Pauline's call. "We're at the gate waiting for 
our plane," my sister said. "We're in line to board the flight. 
The deputy just left. The boys are beyond excited. I'm really 
glad you made us do this. | love you, Jube." 


"Love you, back, Sis." | ended the call. The deputy was on 
the other line. "Dropped your sister, escorted them to the 


gate. Just saw them getting on the flight. What do you need 
me to do now?" 


"| need you here at the Tanner residence." 
"Oh." 


"Not that Tanner residence. Selby Tanner. I'll wait for you. It's 
urgent." 


"Can I use my siren?" He sounded excited now. 
Geez, Louise. "Yeah," | said. "Knock yourself out." 


| hung up and stared at the woman. Technically speaking, 
legally and every which way you looked at it, | had no 
search warrant and | needed to wait for the sheriff's 
department to gain legal access to the house, but backup 
was coming and | had Darlene in my arsenal. 


"Darlene?" | called out. The old lady started to close the 
door and | stuck my foot in it. 
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Mike and Darlene were already behind me. "She's not Selby 
Tanner, but claims she is," | turned and whispered in 
Darlene's ear. 


"What's that? What are you whispering about?" the old lady 
asked as the cats kept whining beside us. 


"Oh, you poor thing," Darlene suddenly said. "Look at your 
hand. What happened? Who did this to you?" She was a 


peach. And she deserved a fucking Oscar for the way she 
took control of that mean old biddy who seemed ready to 
unravel at the first sign of human comfort. | Knew things 
must have been bad inside for the cats to not even attempt 
to enter the premises as Mike, Trace, and | followed the 
women into the worst horror show I'd ever seen. 


For a moment, we all stood, trying to absorb the shock of 
what we encountered. It looked like the house had 
exploded. We all looked up to see a gigantic hole in the 
ceiling. The roof had caved in and inclement weather had 
left thick piles of toxic looking black mold surrounding the 
rim of the crater. It was like something out of the Tom Cruise 
movie, War of the Worlds. Stalactites of the stuff hung down 
out of the gaping hole. The house stank. There was debris 
everywhere. 


Darlene was in the bathroom with the woman but quickly 
came out. 


"Toilet stinks," she said. "I'm taking her outside." 
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The rest of us proceeded cautiously. Very thin cats lay curled 
up on filthy cushions on threadbare sofas. They had fared 
better than their outdoor cousins, though. The woman had 
made an attempt to feed them. Dried cat food sat in bowls 
on the stove top in the disgusting, filthy kitchen where a 
beyond appalling little box stood against the wall. There was 
cat feces... and | suspected human feces too. 


In the bedroom, a collection of pristine dolls took up the 
entire bed. | didn't Know what to make of that, or the mint 
condition Barbie dolls lined up on top of the wardrobe. | 
heard sirens and returned to the living room. | rushed 
outside, gulping fresh air. My deputy had arrived and | 
commandeered him to take the old woman to the hospital. 


She kept sobbing. 


"I think | should go with her," Darlene said as the old lady 
collapsed against her. The deputy helped her into the 
backseat as Darlene said quickly, "She's told me quite a bit. 
She and Selby were lovers for years. She says that she and 
Selby had gone to visit the Tanner boys and the old man 
went nuts. He beat up Selby. She didn't survive. The old 
lady's name is Priscilla Moon. She's been living here 
collecting Selby's social security checks. The Tanner boys let 
her stay here, but they took a security deposit." 
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"Her fingers," | said. "Fuck, those guys are cruel. 


Glad we got 'em all locked up, or dead. I'll call the DA and 
tell him what's going on. You get a statement from her. 


Stay in touch with me." 
She nodded. "Will do." 


Animal Control arrived next. We donned heavy gloves to 
remove all the living cats from the property. It was horrible. | 
was relieved the kennels we dumped them into contained 


water and food, but | wondered how many of these animals 
would survive. We found thirty-five live cats and two dead 
pigs, a dead dog, and seven dead cats in the house. That 
was what had caused the stench. 


The backup crew from Tyler arrived and helped with the 
search for bodies—human or animal. It irked me they'd 
taken so long. 


Kieran called me. "Nothing in Steve's home or garden. We 
checked the greenhouse. Looks like stuff was being stored 
there, but the lock's been broken and it looks like boxes 
were dragged through the dirt and out of there. 


We're checking Garcia's and Simms's homes, too." 
"Good," | said and updated him on our search. 


"Christ," he said. "I'm sorry you had to see that, Jube." He 
paused. "Did Pauline and the kids get away okay?" 


"Yep. I'm waiting for the judge to approve the 
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search warrant and we're headed over to Nigel Fox's farm." 
"Okay." He paused. "I want to see you later." 


"Yeah. Me too." We ended the call and | felt a little better. 
We only had Priscilla Moon's word for it that she had been 
Selby's lover and that she'd lived here for years. 


We had her for social security fraud but we needed to check 
out who she really was. 


Mike had begun dusting the place for prints. | went through 
Selby's paperwork. She got a hefty amount of monthly 
payments from social security, disability, and it seemed a 
monthly payment from the US Air Force in Missouri. | used 
my cell phone to check and was surprised to find that Selby 
had worked for the Whiteman Airfield 509 Bomb Wing for 
seventeen years. She'd been injured in the line of duty and 
had earned full benefits and part pay for the rest of her life. 


I'd had no idea of her history of service to our country. I'd 
always only thought of her as slightly less deranged than 
the rest of her family. 


My God...when | totaled all the sums she'd been receiving, it 
amounted to about four grand a month. With ninety percent 
of Lone Trail living near the poverty line, that was a 
goldmine. 


"The old lady's fingerprints belong to a woman called 
Priscilla Howard," Mike told me. 
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“Howard? As in the drug cartel family?" 


He nodded. "Last known residence, Dallas. Got her stats." 
He showed me his cell phone. What the hell had she been 
doing here? My mind raced. | wondered if her family knew 
she was living in such abject squalor. And why? 


She'd admitted to cashing Selby's checks. Why had she 
lived like this? 


Because she had to. The Tanners had forced her to. 
| called Darlene and told her what we'd just found out. 


"Tell the old lady we know who she is, but why is she here? 
Find out what she knows about the chemicals. 


And | want her to tell us what happened to Selby Tanner. 


We've only got her word for it that she was killed by her 
nephew." 


"She's in surgery," Darlene told me. "She's in bad shape, but 
I'll stay with her. She was really frightened, Jubilee. She kept 
saying she was afraid of the family." 


"Must have meant the Howards but how does she fit in with 
them? She's white. And why did they want her here?" 


"Will do." 


| ended the call. We'd covered the property but could find no 
trace of the chemicals. | took one last look at the hole in the 
ceiling. What kind of sadist would make an old lady live like 
this? 
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A greedy old lady who wanted a dead woman's money. She 
wouldn't even feed the damned cats. Had Selby's home 
been used as a meeting place? A stash place? 


Or... had she just moved in and taken over all the money 
that Selby got each month? Maybe she paid some to the 
Tanners... which was why they wanted insurance. They 
wanted the world to think that Selby Tanner was still alive. 


They just wanted her cash. Where had it all gone? 
My cell phone rang. It was the DA. 


"| got your search warrant," he said, "I have a Tyler police 
sergeant on his way to you with it. They'll meet you on the 
corner of Figaro Street and Miller, that's a block and half 
from Fox's property. We'll have two more backup units for 
you." 


| told him about Selby Tanner. For good measure, | emailed 
him some photos of the house. He was quiet as he absorbed 
the latest developments. 


"This is getting ready to blow big, isn't it?" 


"Yeah... | think so." | ended the call. We wrapped up our 
preliminary investigation and left the house. | debriefed 
everyone and we got into our vehicles, caravanning toward 
the Fox property. 


The sheriff from Tyler arrived, handed me the search 
warrant and we went over our game plan. The marshals 
were going to approach the property from the 
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front, the rest from the back and sides. We made our move. 


We parked out front and | began to approach the farmhouse. 


Next thing | knew, | heard what sounded like a sonic boom. | 
was lifted off my feet, soaring into the air. | crashed down 
hard on the ground. | heard screaming when | awoke and 
once the fog in my head shifted | got to my knees. The 
entire property had gone up in flames. 
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CHAPTER SIX 


| must have driven a hundred miles an hour after | got word 
of the explosion, keeping good pace with the ambulance 
traveling to the scene, sirens blaring. When | jumped out of 
the car, | scanned the area for the one thing that mattered 
most, Jubilee. | heard, rather than saw, him. 


He hollered, "God dang it! Now I'm pissed." 


As | made my way around the debris, | spotted my father's 
girlfriend Evelyn's silk blouse lying in the dirt and | saw 
Jubilee wrestling with a medic, who was trying to mess with 
him. 


| was going to go over and try to talk sense to him when | 
saw Mike and another ambulance guy carrying a stretcher. | 
walked over. | already knew it wouldn't be Nigel. 


Evelyn Jones was moaning softly but she remained 
conscious. She held out her hand to me and grimaced. Her 
face was a mess. 


"Hey, Kieran." She strained to speak. 
| took her hand, squeezed it softly. 


"He told me he loved me. He's a charmer, that pa of yours. 
Bet you're a real heartbreaker too. You break ladies’ 


hearts like that too?" 
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My mind screamed. Nigel, you son of a bitch. "He won't get 
away with this. | promise you. But | need your help." | 
moved along with the stretcher. "Can | come and see you in 
the hospital?" 


She nodded, smiled faintly. "You could come and see a girl 
anytime. But Kieran, don't hurt him... please." 


Hurt him, | thought. Oh, | wanted to hurt him big time. | set 
my jaw as | watched her disappear into the back of the 
ambulance. The other technician was literally chasing 
Jubilee around the debris now. 


"Shit." | whistled through my teeth, nodding to Mike. 
"Hey, Sheriff." He nodded back. "What do you think?" 


"Definitely improves the view," | replied. "And just Kieran, 
okay?" 


"Sure." 


| patted his back and walked over to Jubilee. "Are you 
causing trouble again?" 


He paused, looked at me and gave the medic a defiant look. 
"| don't need no fussing over." 


"He's just doing his job." | took Jubilee's arm and pulled him 
over to the tree, motioning with my head to the medic to 
follow. 


"You gonna do a physical?" He grinned, lowering 
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his mouth to my ear. 
"Later," | replied. 


Jubilee sighed as the medic grabbed his arm and began to 
apply the bandage. "So who made the fireworks you think?" 
Jubilee glanced at me. 


"Whoever it was, Nigel was expecting it. A shame he didn't 
warn Evelyn." 


"Think that was deliberate? Is he that evil?" Jubilee winced 
and pulled his arm away from the ambulance guy. 


“Enough of that." 


| laughed. "Wow, hope you don't ever really need serious 
medical attention." 


"| have no time for this shit," he sputtered. 
"Uncover anything?" 


"Not so far. My men are still working but Steve's place is 
pretty clean. What about here? Dynamite?" 


"Looks like." 
"You were lucky you weren't hurt." 
He smiled at me. "You were worried, weren't you?" 


| shrugged but his smile brightened. 


| punched him. "Don't get cocky." 


He laughed. "So | guess l'Il head on over to the hospital with 
Darlene and the Selby woman in a bit. I'll leave Mike here. 
Damn, | need more men." 


“Thought you only needed one man?" | grinned as | 
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headed to my car. 


He chuckled. "Now, who's being cocky? Where are you going 
anyhow?" 


"I'm going to have me another family reunion," | said, 
opening the door to my car. "Where else?" 


Jubilee walked over to the vehicle after | got in. | started the 
engine. "Kieran." He leaned down, his face so close to mine, 
| could feel his breath. 


"Um?" | met his gaze, my attention on his mouth for a 
second. 


"We need to ... you know... soon?" 


| swear he looked like a young boy with that expression on 
his face. | couldn't disagree with his assertion. | wanted that 
too, more than anything, but | reminded myself as | was 
preparing again to see the man who'd given me life, love 
was pain. Each moment | spent in Jubilee's arms, those 
feelings | had for him just grew stronger. And in the end, 


maybe all I'd be left with were feelings that had nowhere to 
go. 


"Kieran?" He was waiting for an answer. 


| nodded. What else could | do? "Yeah," | said. "I'll call you 
later. Keep me posted if you turn up anything." 


He backed away from the window as Mike called him, and | 
took the opportunity to escape. 


On the other side of town near the school was a 
137 

Longing 

AJ Llewellyn & DJ Manly 


Small town hall building that could be rented for receptions 
of all kinds, or group meetings. It was also where men got 
together in the basement, played pool and poker and drank 
homemade moonshine. Dillon had told me about the place 
some time ago, a blind pig, so to speak, that the police 
didn't bother with. 


I'd heard that Eva Jones sometimes sent her daughters 
there with gallons of homemade brew. She had a lucrative 
little business going. When | pulled up, there were a few 
cars parked on the street, and school was out for the day. | 
pulled the navy T-shirt | wore out of my jeans over the gun 
I'd tucked into my belt and walked through the parking lot. 
The sun was still high in the sky, and | was hoping once it 
went down in about an hour, it would cool off. I'd been 
hoping that every day since | arrived. 


In the entrance of the building stood two young women, one 
was a tall, heavily made-up woman with leopard spotted six- 
inch heels and a short polka dotted sun dress. | recognized 
her as one of the Jones girls, Evelyn's sister. The other one 
was Jesse-Belle, Elsie's niece. The first woman handed her 
cigarette to Jesse-Belle, who'd recently left Dillon and Elsie's 
house to rent a room next to Tasty's. She was equally 
decked out in 'working girl’ 


clothes, tight white mini skirt, ridiculously high heels and a 
clingy, low cut tube top which left little to the imagination. 
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It would be an educated guess, but | surmised she was now 
on the game, probably working for her ex, Tommy Keen, 
who had just gotten a get out of jail free card. 


"Well, what have we here now?" Jesse-Belle was the first to 
acknowledge me. "If it isn't the man who done stole my 
uncle's job." 


"Good evening to you too," | said. "Working?" 
She scowled. "I gotta eat." 
"From the looks of you, doesn't look like it takes much." 


"Hello, doll," the other woman said as Jesse-Belle muttered 
some comment | didn't hear. She took a wobbly step closer 
to me. | could see she was much older than I'd originally 
thought or maybe it was just the life. "They told me you 
were a looker." 


"He's a looker with a heart of steel," Jesse-Belle scoffed. 
"You won't get nothing from that one, Ella-May." 


She jabbed me in the arm. "Beautiful but heartless." 

| laughed faintly. 

"Every man has a weak point," Ella-May cooed. 

She ran her hand over my chest, stopping at the waist. 


| covered her hand with mine before it got to my gun and 
met her gaze. "I didn't come to arrest you but I will if | have 
to. Any more women inside?" 


She removed her hand. "No. Just me and Jesse. We 
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don't need competition." 

"Who's in there?" 


"We ain't telling you, go fuck yourself," Jesse-Belle 
interjected, sucked on her cigarette then threw it on the 
ground, missing me by inches. | glanced at the lit butt then 
at her. 


"I suggest you find another territory tonight," | told them. 
Ella-May tottered past me. "Enough of this shit," 


she said. "I'm outta here." 


Jesse-Belle sighed heavily. 


| reached out for her as she walked by, pulling her closer. | 
met her gaze. "He's no good," | said to her. "He's using you. 
Why do you want to waste your life on a piece of garbage 
like Keen?" 


She met my gaze, her mouth hardened. "What do you 
suggest | do, Kieran, become a doctor?" She yanked her arm 
away. "Unless you want me... but then a man like you... 
gorgeous... with a career, and a future, wouldn't want 
someone like me, would they?" 


| let that sink in then nodded. "You have a point. 


The way you look now, the way you just don't care... | 
wouldn't give you a second look. You want respect, you 
gotta respect yourself first. No man can give you that. That 
comes from inside." 
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“That's easy for you to say. You're not from here." 
"Then get out of here," | told her. 

"I'm trapped," she whispered. 


"You want to leave, you want to live. I'll buy you a ticket out 
of here." 


Her eyes sparked with tears. "You'd do that... for me? Why?" 


"Maybe | see something you don't." 


She turned away. 

| walked up to the door. 

Suddenly, she called out, "Kieran!" 
| glanced at her over my shoulder. 


“There are four of them. Nigel, Tommy, and the Simpson 
boys, and they're mean. Watch yourself." 


| nodded and waited until she clacked around the corner. | 
placed a hand on my gun and turned the door handle. It was 
open. | walked in. The large room was empty except for long 
tables, and stacking chairs piled against the far wall. | could 
hear the laughter coming from the basement and the sound 
of pool cues hitting balls. | opened the basement door and 
took the cellar steps. At the bottom, | was met with a huge 
Nazi flag on one wall and a confederate one covering a 
closed door. 


| reached for the handle and opened it. As | walked in, the 
laughter died. Nigel stood at the far end of the table, 
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pool cue in hand. My favorite woman beater, Tommy Keen, 
stood at his elbow. Two other buffoons, who I'd seen mug 
shots of but never had the displeasure of meeting, Known as 
the Simpson boys were reeling back in their chairs, with 
glasses of liquor in hand. 


"Ah, so," Nigel laid down his pool cue, "to what do | owe the 
pleasure of your company so soon, Sheriff?" 


Tommy Keen made a move and Nigel picked up his cue and 
whipped it out in front of him, halting his progress. 


"Easy, boy," he said. 


The Simpsons returned their chairs on the cement floor. 
They were in dirty undershirts and smelly overalls. 


Bad teeth and bad hair. Ugly as sin. Damn, they were twins 
to boot. No wonder Jubilee was so in demand with the 
ladies. 


"We need to talk," I told Nigel. 

"So"—he shrugged—"talk." 

"Alone." 

"He damaged my balls," Tommy blurted suddenly. 
“Come on boss, he... may have damaged the swimmers." 
"Did the world a favor, eh, son?" Nigel smirked at me. 
Tommy muttered. "Let me hurt him, Nigel. Come on." 
"You can try," | said, meeting his gaze. 
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The Simpson twins got to their feet. "We'd like us some of 
that action." 


| was ready. 


Nigel shrugged. He lowered the pool cue. "Sorry, Kieran. 
Looks like I'm outnumbered in my good opinion of you." 


"No problem." | reached out and grabbed one of the twins 
by the throat. He went to his knees while | picked up the 
other chair and smashed his mirror image across the back. 
He went down as well. 


| spotted the glint of steel, soun around, and shot Tommy 
Keen in the shoulder. My foot on the throat of one twin, | had 
my gun pointed at the head of the other who was gradually 
stumbling to his feet across the room. 


"Want to try again?" | asked. The good old boy on the floor 
was gasping for breath. 


"Edgar," Nigel barked, "Get Tommy out of here, and take 
Percy with you." 


| took my foot off the other twin's throat. 
Edgar helped his brother up. He was coughing. 


Nigel pushed a bleeding Tommy across the room. Tommy 
spat at me, and missed, as he went by. "Twice, you hurt me, 
boy. Your time is comin'!" 


| smiled at him. 
When they were gone, | walked over to Nigel. He 
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picked the jug of moonshine off the table. "Drink?" 


"No thanks. | tried that once and had a hangover that lasted 
three days." 


He laughed. "Very impressive." Glass in hand he toasted the 
room, "You taking on all three like that. You've made 
enemies. They'll be looking for you." 


"Used to it in my line of work. As you must be in yours." 
"You know this will end bad, you and me." 

"Um." | nodded. 

"It's a shame." 

"What is?" 

“That well... we never had our time." 

"Fuck you, Nigel." 

He nodded. "Suppose | deserve that." 

"Did you know Evelyn was going to be there?" 


He shook his head. "No. | really didn't. She's doing fine. | 
called the hospital. She's a tough lady." 


"Do you love her? Do you have any feelings for her at all? 
You know she's a target because of you." 


"Love." He sighed. "Some people have that luxury." 


"I can hear the violins," | said. 
"You don't get it." 


"No, | don't." | walked up to him. "So why don't you 
enlighten me?" 
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"You think it's easy here, people who come from nothing. No 
one cares about them." 


“Except you... you've become their dark angel... 
their super hero savior." 


"| hear the sarcasm in your voice. You know, | almost got out 
of here once." 


"Yeah, what made you come back or were you just running 
away from your responsibilities?" 


"What did your ma say?" 
"About you? Fuck all nothing. You were dead to her." 


"You turned out all right. | knew you would. | did you a favor, 
boy." 


| swallowed. Maybe he did. 


"They shot my brother. | came back for that. This here didn't 
start with you, boy. It's been going on a long time. | wanted 
nothing to do with it but then... my ma needed me. My 


father was dead, my brother. | came back for vengeance, 
and then someone decided that | was smarter and tougher 
and | could make a difference. You didn't need me. Your Ma 
didn't need me neither. She was..." He paused. 


| saw emotion in his face for a moment. 


"She was tough and strong and... so beautiful. She was the 
only woman | ever really loved, and | won't ever 
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love like that again. | see her when | look at you. We were of 
different worlds, you know?" 


Like Jubilee and I? | couldn't help but make the comparison. 
It hurt big time. "That's not what | came here for, to discuss 
your father of the fucking year award." 


"Isn't it?" 
"No. Who blew up your house? Who wants you dead?" 


"Well, | seem to find myself on the wrong end of some 
powerful drug lords." He shrugged. 


"You stole their drugs. You stashed them." 


"It was my way out. | was going to take 'em and go 
somewhere hot and exotic." 


"As if this place isn't fucking hot enough," | muttered, 
realizing it had a double meaning. 


"Right." He smiled. "Anyway, if it's any consolation, | told 
Evelyn it was over. | figure I'd let her go, give her a chance." 


"How noble. Give me a name. Give me a link to the cartel, 
someone | can use to bring them down, all of them." 


"A lot of people in high places will get hurt, Kieran. 
A lot... of..." 

| reached out for his arm. "Help me." 

He met my gaze. "You should get out of here. 
They're coming for me." 
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"Not until you give me a fucking name." 

He sighed. "Okay. Evan Manderez, aka, Eva Jones." 
My eyes widened. "Eva's a he?" 


Nigel shrugged. "He was. Had the chop." He made the 
motion. "You know Eva?" 


| shuddered at the idea of penis chopping. "Only by 
reputation. Dillon said he closed her down for illegal booze." 


Nigel laughed. "Dillon is a good ole' boy, just not always too 
bright. He ignored the whorin'. Men around here gotta have 
somethin' to do. We enjoyed having him here... 


but you, we don't like." 
"I'm crushed." 


“Eva is near the top of the food chain with the cartel. Nasty 
guy. He was prostituting his daughters from the age of 
twelve. | wouldn't go after her if | were you." 


The changing of pronouns was making me dizzy. 
"Well, I've decided you're not me, so..." 


| wondered if Jubilee knew just how high up the Howard 
totem pole Eva Jones was. How much information had the 
marshals gleaned from her cell phone conversations with 
the cartel? 


"Listen." My father grabbed me and pulled me to the corner. 
Overhead were the sounds of footsteps. From the sound of 
it, there were at least three of them. My eyes 
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widened as Nigel reached down behind the table and 
handed me an AK47. "They're here, Kieran." He readied his 
gun. "I didn't want it to be like this. Guess we're going to 
have to fight our way outta here together." 


| pulled back the rod which fed a round up into the 
magazine and released the handle. The bolt slammed home, 
locking in the weapon. | was ready for whatever was on the 
other side of that door. "Well, I'm not fucking dying here 


with you." | flipped over the table, and pulled him down with 
me behind it. 


The door flew open and we both began to fire. 


Five minutes later, the table was full of holes. And by some 
miracle, | wasn't. Three men lay dead on the floor. 


| pushed the table over, stood and collected weapons. There 
was no pulse on any of them. We'd killed all three. My father 
stood with a grunt. 


"You all right?" | asked, glancing at him. 


He nodded. A bullet had grazed his hand but there was little 
damage. "You saved my ass. Man, can you shoot, boy!" 


"You know these clowns?" 


He came over and took a look. "This one has no face, but 
from the rest of him, I'd say it was Eva's cousin, Jake. She's 
gonna’ take that hard. That one over there is Frankie Carter 
and | have no idea who the other one is, 
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probably a hired killer sent by the cartel." 


"You know you're under arrest?" | eyed him, reaching for the 
weapon. 


"Back to the joint. You take pleasure in arresting your own 
pa?" 


"No," | said, "Not really." | pushed him in front of me. We 
went up the stairs. | was on the phone calling the necessary 
people to the scene. | was standing with my father, him in 
handcuffs when the boys arrived. When | saw Jubilee, | 
shook my head. It was his turn to look frantic. 


| handed my father over to one of my men. "Lock him up," | 
said. "I'll be there to book him later." 


Nigel took one last look at me before he got into the car. 
"You're doing me a favor this time." 


"Go figure," | said and turned away. 


Jubilee looked me over as if inspecting me for holes. "You in 
one piece?" 


"| think so." | met his gaze. 


He blew out some air and took off his hat. He sat down on 
the steps. 


| laughed. "You okay?" 


"Me? Jesus, Kieran. | heard you say there were three of 
‘em... with machine guns." 


"Felt like ten." | sank down beside him. | ran a hand through 
my hair. Our shoulders touched. "I got some 


149 
Longing 
AJ Llewellyn & DJ Manly 


news." 


"Yeah, me too. You're a fucking Rambo!" 


| smirked. "That's not news, Jubilee. That's a well-known 
fact." 


He grinned and pressed his forehead to mine then quickly 
put some distance between us before someone noticed. "If 
I'd have lost you..." 


"But you didn't. You need to come with me." 
"Where?" 

“To the whorehouse." 

Jubilee cocked his head. "Ah... why?" 


"To get fucked of course." | was up and walking to my car, 
smiling. 


He caught up to me. 


"What happened in there?" Mike called out suddenly. "Looks 
like a war zone!" 


| just laughed. "You'll figure it out." 


"I'll be back," Jubilee called to him. "Kieran, you know 
something?" 


| turned to look at him. "Our big guy is out to kill Nigel. Nigel 
tried to steal from the cartel. The cartel is locally run by... 
you ready?" 


"Who in the hell is he?" 


"Not he... she... Eva Jones." 


Jubilee met my eyes. "Eva fucking holy shit.... you 
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gotta be kiddin' me!" 

| took his hat off and slammed it down on my head. 
"Would | kid a kidder?" 

He grabbed his hat back. 

| crawled in the car and he got in with me. 

"I'm confused." 


"Apparently so is Eva, she used to be a he." | started the 
engine. "I think it's time we had a chat with her, don't you?" 


"We're gonna walk right up and chat, are we?" he chuckled. 


"Um," | nodded. "That's right. Eva almost got me killed 
tonight. | figure we're due. Guns are in the backseat." 


"You kill me!" He murmured but he was smiling. 


| parked a street away from Eva's. There was a party going 
on. "Now, I'm really peeved," | said. "She's having a party 
and she didn't invite me." 


"Ah, poor baby," Jubilee said, getting his weapon ready. 


We got out of the vehicle and moved slowly along the street 
until we found a vantage point. | looked at Jubilee then at 


the tree. "Hoist me up, will you? | need to have a look." 


Jubilee leaned over, folded his hands. One foot on his hands 
and | sprang up to the branch. | had a great view. 
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Jubilee gave me the binoculars. "You part monkey too?" 
"| do like bananas." 

"That says it all. What do you see, chimp?" 

“Two naked women suckling each other's breasts actually." 
"Exciting you, is it?" 

"| said breasts, not cock, Jub. Shit, it's Jesse-Belle." 
"What's she doing there? She turnin’ tricks now? 

Shit." 

"Get surveillance on this place, twenty-four seven. 


I'm going to speak to Eva." | slid off the branch and jumped 
to the ground. 


“That's too dangerous, Kieran. She'll kill you." 


"Not if she thinks | can get her drugs back," | said, brushing 
off my jeans. 


"Why should you give her the drugs unless..." He smiled. 


"You know what I'm getting paid? | have a lifestyle to 
Support." 


Jubilee looked at the ground a minute. 

"What? It's beautiful, Jubilee." | touched his hand. 
"It's what | do." 

"It's scaring the shit outta me." He met my gaze. 


| pulled him into the shadows. | touched his face. "I love that 
you care but you need to let me do my job. This is 
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where I'm at my best, and if you got my back, I'll do it 
without fear, babe." | placed my hands on both sides of his 
face and kissed his mouth tenderly. 


He moaned softly against me. "Kieran. | want you." 


| smiled and backed away. "Soon. Now, get your men out 
here." | handed him my weapon. "I'm going in." 


| walked down the street toward the noisy house before 
Jubilee could try and talk me out of it. There were several 
cars outside, music blaring out the window. 


Someone was singing something about 'feeling like a 
woman’. | thought how appropriate. 


| walked up the steps and there was this big dude I'd never 
seen before. "Law isn't welcome," he grunted. 


"| need to speak to Eva. Tell here it's about her property. | 
can get it back." 


"Wait here." He poked his head in the door and said 
something to someone else. | took a seat on a porch swing. 


Eva was not what | expected at all. She had white hair and 
looked quite ancient, dressed in sensible, laced up shoes, 
orthopedic stockings and a striped housedress that fell 
below the knee. Her skin was the color of milk chocolate. 
She was quite beautiful. "Sheriff Fox." She smiled at me. 
"How nice of you to stop by. | didn't expect you." She 
glanced around than sat down beside me. 


Her goon stood nearby. 
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Eva placed a hand on my knee. | didn't flinch. "You look like 
your father. He's a handsome one too. If you've come to 
take me... |..." 


"| haven't come to take you anywhere," | said, meeting her 
eyes. "| have to say | admire you. You're brilliant." 


Eva smiled. "I'm flattered. Can | get you some sweet tea 
or...?" 


"No. We can help each other." 
"| don't know how." 


"| arrested Nigel tonight. Your guys missed." 


"I'm not following." 


| smiled. "Never mind. By the way, your daughter Evelyn is 
in the hospital." 


"Yes, | heard. She's strong. She'll survive." 


Funny, but those were the words Nigel had used earlier. 
"What is important is that | know where your merchandise 
is” 


"My what?" She put a hand to her chest. 


| stood. "Okay, if you want to play it that way. | guess | was 
wrong." 


"Wait. No need to go running off, Kieran. My God, but you're 
handsome. | bet Jubilee Mason can't wait to crawl into bed 
with you." 


| didn't react. | was surprised she knew about me 
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and Jubilee. | thought if she knew, she probably wasn't the 
only one. 


"I know what you were back in BC, honey." 


"I'm not that guy anymore. I'm never going back to that. 
And here, well... it's quite a change... especially when it 
comes to my pay. If I'm ever getting out of this town, I'll 
need cash. Your property means nothing to me but what it 
can do to my life, does." 


"You think I'll just trust you like that? | wasn't born 
yesterday, hot stuff." 


| looked at her. "You have to trust me if you want your shit. 
Or, | can just hand it over to the marshals. Either way, it's 
your call." 


“How much we talking for delivery... let's say?" 
She pushed back and forth on her swing. 

"Ten percent would be fair and | won't deliver. 
You'll pick up." 


"I'll think about it." She stood. "How about you join the 
party, Kieran?" 


The big goon walked over. 


"Sorry, but we'll have to search you for weapons. In fact," 
Eva pushed the goon back, "I'll do it personally... 


with pleasure." 

| put up my hands. 

Eva moved her fingers down over my torso, pausing 
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much too long in certain spots. Finally, one hand gripped my 
balls then knuckled my cock from behind. She murmured, 


"My, my, Jubilee must be a very happy man indeed. How big 
are we?" 


"Big enough," | grunted. 
She laughed and released me. "Come in." 


Eva held my arm as we walked through the dimly lit room. 
She seemed to move faster which told me her old woman 
act was a bit exaggerated. Naked women danced on tables 
and men drank. The drugs were passed around freely and 
hands moved over me as we made our way through the 
living room to the kitchen. 


Eva slid open a balcony door. There was a pond out back. | 
glanced at her. 


"When I had a cock," she said, "| used to eat men like you. 
Looking at you right now makes me wish | still had a cock. 
I'd love to fuck you." 


| was happy she lacked the cock actually. The sound of a 
splash distracted me and | glanced at the pond. "You going 
to feed me to the alligators?" It was a joke but | knew there 
was one of those creatures in there. 


"No. | want my drugs." 

It was the first time she'd said the actual word. 

"| would like you to do a little test for me though." 
"Test?" | didn't like the sound of that. | noticed 
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there were a few people standing behind us now. 
"It's a loyalty thing. Everyone goes through it." 
"Really?" 


"Take off your shoes, your pants, and go on in the pond. | 
want you to feed my baby." 


"| don't think so." In other words, no fucking way. 


"If you give him this"—she handed me a bloody, rare steak 
—"he won't eat you. People who work for me gotta have 
heart. After that, I'll give you one of my boys... 


| have those too. You game?" 


"Look, I'm the one who's got what you want," | said, my 
mind on the alligator. 


"| like games, Sheriff. You play or no deal." 
Eva was not only a powerful drug dealer, she was psychotic. 
Someone was already undoing my shirt. 


"You need to conquer your fears, Kieran." She smiled at me. 
"A kiss for luck." One hand grabbed my hair and pulled my 
mouth down on hers. She kissed like a guy, hot open mouth. 
| was relieved when it was over. 


The way | saw it, | was fucked. | had to face that gator and 
show her | was serious or she'd have one of her men shoot 
my brains out. Either way, I'd end up with the gator. 


The boots came off but | was damned if | was 
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losing the jeans. | went to the end of the pond. | was 
Shaking but | waded in, steak in hand. Someone whispered, 


‘goodbye cop’. 


| saw those eyes looking at me. The moonlight illuminated 
shiny, scaly skin and | waited until it approached, my heart 
hammering in my ribs. | was never so fucking scared in my 
life. | held up the steak, threw it in the air. The gator dived 
for it and | hightailed it out of there. 


| wiped the water from my face, and Eva 


approached with a towel. She slowly wiped my chest ina 
sensual way. "God, that was beautiful," she whispered. 


"Come with me." 
| followed her through the house and up the stairs. 


In the first bedroom, she ushered me in, and told me to take 
off my pants. "I'll have them put in the dryer." She waited, 
having no intention of leaving. | took off the wet jeans and 
the underwear. She didn't move. She just gawked at me. 


"Do you have anything | can put on?" 


"That would be a damn shame," she said. "I wish | had a 
cock." 


"You said that already. So, why did you... get the operation?" 


"You can't be gay in this town. So, | figured if | was female, | 
could fuck all the men | wanted, but it was better before." 
She came up and touched my face. "You are so 
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hot." 

| didn't say a word. 


She rummaged in the drawer. | got handed some jeans. 
“They were mine. Might fit." 


| pulled them on. 

"So, where is it?" 

"| can't tell you here," | said. "That would be stupid." 
"And you're not stupid." 

"Not usually, no." | put on my boots. "A shirt?" 
"You're not staying for some... pleasurable pursuits?" 


"Not tonight. | can't be here too long. The others will get 
suspicious." 


She gave me a T-shirt and we walked downstairs together. 
"A shame. l'da paid to watch you fuck a guy." 


| didn't comment. 


"So when?" she asked at the door. 


"Soon as | can. I'll come by for my pants tomorrow. 
Thanks for the... adventure." 


Eva was about to say something else when Jesse-Belle came 
outside. "Take me home, Kieran?" 


"Sure." 

“Leaving so soon, Jesse-Belle?" Eva eyed her. 

"I'm tired. Is it okay?" 
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She nodded. "I'll be waiting for your call, Kieran," 

she told me and closed the door. 

"What's going on?" Jesse-Belle asked. "You joined Eva now?" 


| took her arm. "Never mind. | don't want you going back 
there anymore." 


She struggled a bit. "You can't tell me what to do." 


| pulled her around the corner. Jubilee and Mike were sitting 
in an unmarked car. Jubilee got out, Mike trailed after him. 


"Mike," | said. "Take Jesse-Belle home." 


"You can't tell me what to do," she was yelling as Mike put 
her in the car. 


"Where are your clothes?" Jubilee asked me. 

"In Eva's dryer." 

"So, what was that striptease all about?" 

"You saw that, did you?" 

"I can climb trees too." He didn't smile. 

"| had to jump in the pond and feed an alligator." 
Jubilee's eyes widened. "And?" 

"Well, | did it." 


"You got in the pond with a.... are you... what the fuck, 
Kieran?" 


| laughed. "I think it won her over. | think we even bonded." 
160 

Longing 

AJ Llewellyn & DJ Manly 


"From what I saw, it looked like she wanted to fuck you." 
Jubilee clicked his tongue. 


"She did but she doesn't have a cock. I'm glad for that." 
He laughed, pulled me close and nuzzled my neck. 


"But | do, | have a cock. What do you say to that, my 
fearless warrior?" 


"Intriguing." | grinned. 


"Mike took the car. We'll have to walk." Jubilee kissed my 
hair. 


“There's a hotel right down the street." 


He shook his head. "I can't go there. They know me and..." 
he trailed off. 


You can't be gay in this town. 
"You know what," | said, moving away from him, 


"let's forget it tonight. | got to go down to the station and 
see my father. He needs to tell me where that money is." 


"Kieran," Jubilee pulled me back to him. "Please. | want you 
so much. We can go—" 


"No," | said, "there's no place for us. You know that." | met 
his startled gaze but | knew he understood what | was 
saying. "Why in the fuck are we torturing ourselves? 


One day, someone will find out. It will be all over town. Do 
you want that? Eva already knows." 


“How would she know?" 
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"She got the chop because she knew she could never be 
gay here." 


He released me. "Why are you making this so difficult?" 


"Because it is difficult." | called one of my officers at the 
station and asked him to pick us up. "He'll drive you home," 
| said. 


"No, | need to get to the hospital." 
| nodded. "No problem. We'll drop you." 


Jubilee was quiet in the back of the squad car. He didn't say 
good-bye when we let him off at the emergency entrance. 


| felt like shit but that brush with the gator had left a sick 
feeling in the pit of my stomach, not to mention Eva's 
declaration about her sex change. 


| walked into the police station and back to the cell where 
Nigel was. He was awake. "Kieran, you okay?" he asked me. 


"Not really. It's a long story." There were so many things 
going through my head. And | love you, Jubilee, was at the 
top of the list. My heart ached but damn it, | didn't know 
what in hell to do anymore. | felt as if | was on a circus ride, 
going round and round and maybe | should just go to him 
and wrap him in my arms. Before this night was through, I'd 
have to really fight not to do just that. But, first 
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things first. "So." | leaned on the cage and looked into my 
father's eyes. "Where is it?" 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 


Priscilla Moon Howard lay back against her crisp hospital 
sheets, her gray hair fanned over a mountain of fluffed 
pillows. She kept one eye on the saline and antibiotic drips 
in her arm, the other flicked back and forth between me and 
the TV mounted on the wall opposite her bed. She had a 
perpetual surprised expression on her weathered face, as if 
hardly able to believe that she was lying here on clean 
sheets, somebody caring about her well-being was real. 


| was trying to get to the bottom of who she was and how 
she came to be in Lone Trail. 


"Priscilla," | said, trying again. "I don't mean to be rude, but 
you're quite... elderly and according to my research, you're 
married to one of the Howard boys who's in his thirties. Not 
to be... offensive, but this couldn't possibly be a love 
match." 


“Marshal Mason, you are a funny one." She began to laugh 
and her breath was putrid. The nursing staff had told me 
that they were surprised she'd survived the roaring infection 
in her body, not to mention her malnourished state. 


| held my breath and tried not to register disgust at 
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her smell. Pulling faces isn't conducive to getting 
information from people. | waited her out. She calmed 


herself some. She didn't know that I'd asked the nurse to 
withhold the morphine drip's output into the catheter in her 
arm. She'd been sleeping all day. She needed it, but | 
needed to crack this case. 


“Tommy didn't marry me for love," she said. "He forced me 
to marry him because | couldn't sell him my house." 


"What?" | asked, confused. 


"I'm a gambler. The Howard family owns one of the casinos 
in Dallas... | lost everything to them. They came after my 
house." She began to cough. | could tell she was in pain. 
The hospital staff had told me they may have to amputate 
her hand. She had cried upon hearing this news. 


Because of her wretched circumstances, they were trying 
antibiotics and steroid therapy. If she didn't improve within 
twenty-four hours, they would proceed with surgery. 


"They wanted your house?" | asked, trying to win her 
attention back from an old episode of Friends. 


She nodded, reluctantly glancing back at me. "This is the 
episode with the apothecary table." She burst into tears. "I 
used to have such nice things." | handed her some tissues, 
took up a plastic cup containing chipped ice cubes and held 
it to her mouth. The slivers eased her dry, cracked 
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lips and seemed to curb her desire for ice cream, which the 
nurses said she couldn't eat because her gastro-intestinal 


tract was so inflamed. 


So far, I'd spoon-fed her chicken soup and lemon jelly. She 
couldn't eat solid foods in case of surgery, but the nurses 
were doing their best to keep something inside her as they 
worked to heal her digestive problems. 


She had told the nurses she'd been living on cheap cat food. 
It had ruined her stomach. 


"My husband left me our house when he died three years 
ago, but he also left it to my three kids. | can't sell. 


The Howards made me marry Tommy so that he's legally 
entitled to my share of it." 


| was appalled. These people were the worst kind of 
vampires. | knew that with the encroachment of casinos into 
city limits, bored housewives had become some of the most 
addicted gamblers in our country. Most casinos, however, 
stopped short of taking their homes. They usually shamed 
them into signing papers promising never to set foot in the 
casino again. If they violated the rule, then the debt they 
owed was usually reinstated. | had a feeling the Howards 
had bypassed this rule and went for the jugular. 


"He threatened my son's and daughters' lives," she said. 
"He took over my home. My kids... well... they're horrified. 
They're afraid for their personal safety every time 
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they leave the house." Tears streaked down her face. 


"They still live there?" 


She nodded. "They lost their jobs. Tommy wasn't happy. He 
wants the house but so far, he hasn't gotten too heavy with 
them." 


Priscilla stared longingly at the cup in my hand. | shook 
some more ice into her mouth. She sucked for a moment, 
eyes closed. 


"Tommy's not very nice." She pawed at her face with her 
bandaged, swollen hand. "He forced me out of the house. 
Selby Tanner took me in. | had no idea how deep in her 
family was with the Howards... or her own family. 


“Her nephews knew she had money coming in. 


They killed her for it. They took two of my fingers. It was 
either that or my kids." 


A chill ran through me. "They made you choose between 
your children's lives and your fingers?" 


She nodded. 
We were both silent for a moment. 


"They've taken everything from me. After Selby died, they 
made me stay and take the checks that come in for her. | 
gave up trying to feed all the animals. | can hardly look after 
myself. But they're sweet, those cats." 


She started sobbing again. "Even when | can't look after 
them, some of them still purr." 
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Tears overtook her, then the great hacking cough. 


"Is Tommy the ringleader?" | asked, trying to soothe her. | 
mopped at her tears, but she had fallen apart. 


The nurse came running. She opened up the morphine valve 
on the drip and within seconds, Priscilla started to calm 
down. The nurse seemed to work magic with her. 


Priscilla moaned a couple of times but seemed much more 
relaxed. 


"It's his brother," Priscilla finally said, her voice sleepy and 
weak. 


"Which one?" 
A long silence, then, "Dustin." 


"Dustin?" But how could that be? Dustin was the boxer 
who'd been arrested with a gun in his car and put in witness 
protection. 


"Are you sure?" | asked. "He was arrested right after his 
fight and taken into custody." 


She opened her eyes and looked at me, her eyes filled with 
pain. "That wasn't Dustin. Dustin Howard uses the name 
Reggie Jones. The real Reggie Jones switched places with 
Dustin. | know Reggie's in jail but he's actually Dustin 
Howard." 


| stared at her. Holy shit. So Dustin Howard had switched 
places with Reggie. How and when had the switch taken 
place? It must have been before the boxing match 
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because Dustin lost... and went into witness protection. 


For a long moment | sat there. Dustin Howard, the leader of 
the drug cartel? My information had been that he was a cog. 
A small cog in the wheel. | thought about things for a 
moment. We knew this because he'd told us that was the 
case. The US Marshals who'd been sworn to uphold the law 
had been protecting him, but somehow he got Reggie Jones 
to switch places with him. 


The rot went further than I'd first thought. 


Priscilla suddenly clutched my arm. "Don't let Dustin kill my 
children. He's gonna know | talked. He'll go after them. Even 
though he's in jail, he still runs things. 


Please. Please." 
"You have my word on it," | said. 


Her eyes drifted shut and | called Trace Thatcher and Mike 
Frelich, my newest team members. They arrived at the 
hospital within minutes. Outside her room, | told them 
quickly what she'd revealed. None of us could quite believe 
the extent to which deception and evil had run. 


"We need to protect her and get a unit out to her house in 
Dallas," | said. 


"No. We need to relocate the kids," Thatcher said. 


"Not yet. That can wait. | don't want the Howard cartel to 
know we're onto them. | want this to be as quiet as 
possible." 
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Trace nodded. "That makes sense." 

"I want a unit on her door here," | said. 


"Do you think Dustin Howard was really able to pay off 
marshals and swap fingerprint cards for him and everything 
that involved?" Mike asked. 


"| can't believe it either... but at least we know where he is. 
Men's Central Jail. We need to get a court order to check all 
his outgoing calls from the prison payphone. | know they 
record them all. And we need his cell tossed. He has to be 
using at least one cell phone if he's running things from in 
there." 


"We need to put him in isolation," Trace added. 

"Are you gonna call Darlene?" Mike asked. 

"No." 

"You don't trust her." Trace gave me a knowing look. 


"No. | have no idea which side she's playing on and for this 
switch to have taken place... it involves quite a few people. 
Shame on us." 


The two men nodded. Mike kept first watch on Priscilla's 
room as Trace and | went to the parking lot and began 
wielding the phones. 


Thirty minutes later, Priscilla had a rotating crew of 
marshals watching over her room until we could airlift her to 
a different hospital in a different city for her protection. 
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When she recuperated, she would be an invaluable witness. 


Her kids had an armed officer inside the house with them 
and an unmarked vehicle outside watching from across the 
road. 


We would issue warrants, hopefully for Dustin and Tommy 
Howard, and have them both arrested. | had to go through 
the formal channels to have Reggie Jones—the rea/ Reggie 
Jones—extradited back to town. All of this could make us 
look like the Keystone Kops if we didn't handle things by the 
book. 


Reggie Jones aka Dustin Howard, was rousted from his cell a 
little after ten pm. The guards had been bribed to overlook 
his two cell phones, cell-made shank and his sexual abuse 
of his cell mate. That all changed with a single call. Reggie 
had no idea that we knew who he really was yet. 


We put him into protective custody and lied to him. 


We told him there'd been a hit ordered on him. He had such 
an ego he believed it. 


"It's because I shot that dumb-ass kid, right?" he asked the 
guards. 


What he didn't know was that we isolated him for the 
protection of mankind. Not his sorry ass. 


| got home a little after midnight. It depressed me 
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more than I thought possible to come home to a dark and 
empty house. 


But at least the people | loved were safe. 
Well, most of them. 


At seven am I would be meeting with the DA, the assistant 
DA, my entire team, Kieran, and his handful of deputies 
right here at the house. | was beyond tired. | was shattered. 
| could smell the faint whiff of something as | walked inside 
the house. 


Kieran's soap. | usually could only smell it when | leaned in 
very close to him. Tears actually pricked my eyes. 


My senses were so overworked. | shook my head trying to 
disabuse myself at the notion that he might be here. | 
hadn't had a proper night's sleep in— 


At the doorway to my bedroom | saw a long form in my bed. 


A voice shot out of the gloom. "You took your time." 


"Kieran!" | lunged at the bed, hurling himself into his arms. 


He smiled against my kisses. "I got your cell phone message 
about a meeting tomorrow. You look fucking horrible, Jube." 


"Thanks." 

Kieran took my face in his hands and kissed me as | 
172 

Longing 

AJ Llewellyn & DJ Manly 


lay atop him. Even through the clothing | wore and the 
bedding | could feel his boner grinding against my thigh. 


"You're a bad man," | said. "Did you break in?" 
"Of course | did. | walked here from Dillon's house." 
"You're not gonna believe the latest." 


"Fuck first then talk. I'm pretty sure whatever you tell me 
will upset my stomach and give me an iffy stiffy. 


You don't want an iffy stiffy do you?" 


"No, sir. | don't want that. Not that there's anything iffy 
about the stiffy | feel here." 


"Carry on." He patted my head. 


| could feel his body relaxing as | peeled back the sheet in 
the darkness. His cock sprang into my hands and my greedy 
lips inhaled the thick, glistening head. | grabbed his balls 
with one hand and began to suck for all | was worth. He 


tasted golden. He was harder, thicker by the second. | could 
barely take his entire girth into my mouth but | did my best. 


Kieran moaned underneath me. He kept trying to touch me, 
to get his hands on my fly, but | was steering this ship to 
ecstasy and | wasn't ready yet to give up control of his 
Shaft. 


"Let me in," he said, finally and | got off the bed, stripping 
off everything. | could see his face, shining up at 
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me in the dank light. | straddled his body, keeping my gaze 
on his intense expression. | hovered over his body, Kieran 
pointing his cock at my ass. | rubbed back and forth but | 
was too dry for easy access. 


He grabbed my ass cheeks and hoisted me over his face. He 
lapped at me. God, | loved riding him this way. 


His tongue stabbed up at my hole and | luxuriated in the 
sensation. 


When I was slick and relaxed enough, he gloved up, shoving 
me back down his body again. He was ready to go. 


| slow danced over him, easing his huge cock into me. At the 
exact point | felt a little pain, he grabbed my cock and 
began to stroke it. | lowered myself onto him until he was 
fully immersed. 


"Fuck," he said. "I thought about this all day." 


He kept his hands on my thighs and hips. He ground me 
down onto his body. It was hard to move myself up and 
down but the physical tension was sheer bliss. | slammed 
down onto him then backed off, coming down hard each 
time. He met each thrust, his hand tight around my cock, 
grazing against my ball sac. 


In the dim light, our gazes held. It was too much. | came a 
few seconds before he exploded inside me. 


| felt languid. Liquid. Loved. It was an orgasmic Texas dawn. 
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Kieran wouldn't stop fucking me, not that | wanted him to. 
When he threw me onto my back, climbed between my legs 
and just fucked me, I could hardly see straight. We both 
came, hard. He rolled onto his back. | grasped his body with 
my legs and his cock with my ass muscles. 


"So," he said, gasping for breath. "What do you know?" 


| looked down at him. | braced myself with both hands on 
either side of his body. | kept his still pulsing cock deep 
inside me as | told him the latest. 


After that, neither of us could sleep. And we were all 
tuckered out, sexually speaking. 


| finally hoisted myself off him. We kept talking as we 
showered, dressed and made coffee. 


It was four am when we sat at the kitchen table. We made 
lists as we plowed through two pots of java. All the people 
we had to call. 


We went through the state's database for known offenders. | 
studied the mug shots of Reggie Jones and a photo of Dustin 
Howard. It shocked me that the man | knew as Reggie was 
definitely Dustin Howard. How had nobody else known this? 
Hadn't any law enforcement officers spotted the switch? 


They were paid to help him switch... 

"There's a very strong resemblance," Kieran pointed 
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out. "In fact, they could be brothers." 


That was true, but to me they looked different enough that | 
could tell them apart. 


"Look at this." Kieran showed me his laptop screen. 


He'd accessed Fight News boxing website and pulled up a 
report on Dustin Howard's bout. | kept staring at all the 
photos on my screen, and his. 


"He's had his hair cut," Kieran said, his voice soft. 


"As you know, they do that in jail. He looks a lot more like 
Reggie in these fight photos than his mug shot." 


That was true. The man in the ring, however, had two 
tattoos. Nothing was listed in Dustin Howard's rap sheet 


about tattoos. Reggie Jones had a single tattoo listed from 
an arrest two years ago for soliciting a prostitute. 


"That's rich," Kieran said. "A pimp soliciting a hooker." 


"If it was Reggie Jones," | pointed out. "What if they've been 
doing the old bait and switch for a while?" 


"We need to talk to Ma Jones. I'm wondering if they're 
fraternal twins. At some point, their fingerprint records were 
switched around. Maybe nobody ever realized they were 
twins." 


Kieran and | looked at each other. 


"I'll go back and talk to her," Kieran said, "after our 
meeting." 
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At six forty-five, | called my old friend Dougie, a well- 
respected Fort Worth surgeon. He had taken on the difficult 
task of advising the Texas State Athletic Commission on 
their licensing and regulation for combative sports such as 
boxing and mixed martial arts. 


Texas was not as rigid about its medical 


requirements for fighters as the three big boxing states; 
California, Nevada, and New York. However, Dougie had 
begun to work with the state on enforcing mandatory HIV, 
hepatitis, and drug tests for all fighters and pregnancy 
testing for female fighters. 


| had attended a couple of fights with him at an Indian 
gaming casino in Chickasaw and had enjoyed my 
experiences with him, but it had been a while since we'd 
spoken. 


He was a little surprised to be hearing from me at the crack 
of dawn but I'd learned a long time ago, that while Dougie 
was a dedicated doctor, boxing was his passion. He was so 
gung-ho about the sport, he and every other doctor who 
became ringside physicians were forced to carry extra, very 
heavy insurance premiums for the privilege. 


We exchange a few rudimentary pleasantries and | came 
straight to the point. 


"Do you remember a fight several months ago with 
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a guy called Dustin Howard who—" 


| could hear the excitement in his voice. "Yeah, the junior 
middleweight. Fought way down in Pharr... lost. 


Looked like shit. He'd been in jail." 


"That's the one." | took a deep breath. Before | could ask my 
question he went on. 


"He fought with the marshals lining the ring. Weird set-up. 
They were at the weigh-in too. They took him back to the 
big house right after the fight." 


"What is the possibility of him having been able to switch 
identities? | mean he'd been arrested, and he was in jail. 
They brought him straight from jail to the arena for the 
fight. At some point, I'm told somebody changed places with 
him. Is that at all possible?" 


He was silent for a minute. A long one. 


"It explains a lot," he said with a chuckle. "Like | said, he 
looked like shit." 


"No, really. Is it possible?" 


"Well... | hate to admit it, but yes. | mean, | know most of 
the boxers in Texas and I'm aware he's a local. | didn't know 
him though. He'd had a long layoff and fought pretty well in 
a couple of bouts. | never saw either of them." 


"Were they televised?" 

He paused. "I think one was. You might find them 
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on YouTube. Check his record on boxrec dot com. | do know 
this fight was a big one for him. He could have won the 
title." 


"Isn't that unusual for a guy who's been off the grid for a 
long time?" 


"Not in boxing. He had a big promoter who probably paid for 
the match-up." 


"Did he have to undergo medical tests before the fight?" 


"Yes, but they were about a month before and blood tests 
aren't mandatory in this state. They should be. They will be. 
But they aren't right now. Because of his layoff we made 
him get an MRI and blood work. But because the fight you're 
talking about was within three months of those initial tests, 
we didn't make him do them again." 


"So when he was due to fight, all he had to do was show up 
for it?" 


"No. He had to show up for the weigh-in first." 
"Which was when?" 


"Well, it's usually the day before but because of his 
circumstances we let him weigh in the afternoon of the 
event." 


"And he came in at what weight?" 


"The junior middleweight limit is one hundred and fifty-four 
pounds." 
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"Was he on target?" 

"No. He wasn't now that you mention it." 


"He was over?" 


"Yeah. By two pounds. We gave him two hours to melt it 
off." 


Bingo. | thumped the kitchen table, earning a startled look 
from Kieran. 


"And he came back on the money?" 
"Yeah." He paused. "What's going on, Jubilee?" 
"| believe somebody switched places with him." 


"Wow. It's shocking. Sort of... but actually, it happens a lot 
more than you'd think. Which is why I'm pushing for a 
federal database," he griped. 


| thanked him for his time, updated Kieran, and as we 
waited for the rest of the team to arrive, | contemplated 
breakfast. 


"Didn't know you could cook," Kieran commented. 


"| can't. We have cereal though. Lots of the kiddie boxes. 
And we have plenty of coffee." 


"How about the sheriff's department springs for pancakes?" 
"Are you serious?" 

"As serious as a heart attack." 

"If you eat enough pancakes you could have one." 
"Hmm..." he said, grinning up at me from his 
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laptop. "Spoken by the man who lives for honey butter." 
| laughed. It was the first actual laugh I'd had in days. 


"You want to see something else that will make you very 
happy?" he asked. Before | could respond he turned his 
laptop around. 


"| had to go to a couple of obscure websites run by boxing 
fans, but | am so amazed nobody else caught this." 


He came and stood beside me. "Look." He pointed to the 
screen. "This is Dustin Howard on the scales before he was 
able to make weight." 


He clicked a couple of times and he was back on the scales. 


"Shit!" | couldn't help it. Now that | knew what | was looking 
for | could see the difference. "In the second photo after he 
came back to the scales he's got tattoos!" 


He nodded. "Reggie Jones was at that fight and switched 
places with him. And somewhere out there, a two-bit hustler 
is enjoying the perks and privileges of witness protection." 


"And..." My mind reeled as | took all of this in. 


“No wonder he's never made a fuss with his handlers about 
contacting his family. Apart from his mother, he hasn't got 
anyone to call." 


There was a knock at the door. | sort of jumped. 
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The others swarmed in and Kieran called Tasty's ordering 
pancakes and waffles. 


"| like your house better when your sister's here," 
Mike cracked. "She knows how to be a good hostess." 


"Fuck you," | said, rolling my eyes. As we waited for our 
eats, Darlene took over the coffee duty and | brought 
everyone up to speed. 


"I'm so mad," Trace said. "I spent frickin' hours with Reggie 
Jones's wife. She had me for a fool. A mad old lady in the 
hospital finally steers us straight." 


"There are still icebergs ahead," | said. "We need to know 
who instigated the switch. How did it happen? We need to 
talk to Reggie Jones and I'm about to call headquarters in 
Dallas and tell them they've been duped." 


| glanced at Kieran. "You're going to visit Ma Jones, right?" 
"Yep." 


The delivery guy from Tasty's came to my back door and 
Kieran opened it. | reckoned | could get used to that sight. | 
could get used to just having the man in my house. Period. | 
watched his hot ass as he moved about the kitchen, 
handing everyone Styrofoam boxes. | felt my second 
orgasmic Texas moment that morning as soon as my tongue 
touched the warm honey butter on my fork. 
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| went to the hospital to check on Priscilla. She had been 
sent into surgery but was still awake. An orderly told me she 
wanted to see me. 


At her side in the hallway, | glanced down at her. 
She seemed so papery and fragile. 


“They have to cut away part of my hand but not the whole 
thing," she said, sounding drowsy. "That'll teach me, won't 
it? I'll never be able to play cards again." 


| touched her face. "You take care of yourself. I'll be back to 
see you later." 


"If | were ten years younger..." she murmured and drifted 
too to sleep. 


Ten? How about fifty? And wrong sex, honey. | watched her 
being wheeled to surgery. Hospitals made me nervous at 
the best of times, but seeing that sterile room all lit up... | 
shook off the feeling of fear and strode out of the hospital. 
My next port of call was Men's Central Jail in Dallas and then 
the marshal's office in Dallas, accompanied by Darlene who 
was none too pleased that her closely guarded witness for 
the prosecution was the wrong man. 


Darlene seemed tense and anxious. "I was part of the team 
that got Dustin Howard out of Dallas and into WITSEC," she 
said. Looking out the window at the endless display of dried 
tumbleweeds skittering along the road, she remained quiet 
for a while. 
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"Is this going to fuck up our whole case?" she asked me. 
"Are we screwed?" 


"Not yet." 


At Men's Central Jail, we pulled in and | received a call from 
the US Marshals in Dallas. The governor had approved the 
arrest of Tommy Howard. That made me happy. Priscilla's 
kids would sleep easier now. Tommy had already been 
apprehended. Now the governor had to approve the reversal 
of the order of protection for ‘Dustin Howard’. It helped that 
the man was already in custody but it sure left a lot of eggs 
on a lot of faces that he'd so easily duped several law 
enforcement agencies. 


Inside the jail walls, | could taste the despair in the air. 
Darlene and | had to turn over everything. No weapons, no 
cell phones, no tape recorders. | was allowed a notebook 
and pen—only because | was a marshal. 


Prisons and jails didn't allow outsiders to bring in anything 
that inmates could possibly use as a weapon. 


Batteries from tape recorders for example could be swiped 
by an inmate and drained to create homemade tattoo ink. 


Darlene was a lot more nervous than she appeared. | could 
tell by the way she kept cracking her knuckles. When we'd 
dated it had driven me nuts. I'd learned it relieved tension 
for her. Now she did it repeatedly. It surprised me how often 
the knuckles responded. If they were any 
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indication then her body was wound very tightly indeed. 


My mind flashed to my torrid encounter the previous night 
with Kieran. His mouth had left its imprint on my very soul. | 
was tired but energized. 


What Darlene needed was a hot man like Kieran. 
The straight version of Kieran. 


Inside an interview room that had many windows all blocked 
by thick, bulletproof casing and steel bars, we took our 
seats at a long table that had a single chair on the other 
side. We waited for what seemed like forever for Dustin 
Howard to be brought into the room. 


Once he arrived under armed guard, | realized why he'd 
taken so long to get here. His face looked like a relief map of 
Switzerland. 


"The guards gave me a good beating," he said, flicking a 
glance over his shoulder at the two men standing at the 
door. Howard was shackled and handcuffed. 


"Can you get 'em to take 'em off?" he asked me, raising his 
hands. | could see the cuts and bruises on them. 


He hadn't taken his beating lying down. 
"Why'd they do it?" | asked. 


He gave an elaborate shrug. "No idea." 


"Oh, well, maybe I can explain," | said. | felt Darlene's 
startled glance on my face, but she said nothing. 


"This your girlfriend?" Dustin gave her an insolent 
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leer. 


"No. She's a US Marshal and you'll talk to her with respect." | 
wanted to dive across the table and rip his heart out. 


"Do me a favor, Reggie?" | asked, keeping my tone soft. 
"What's that?" 


"I'm going to ask the guards to undo the buttons on your 
jumpsuit and you're going to behave." 


"You giving me a blow job?" 


"No, sweetheart. Don't push your luck." | gestured to the 
guards who came over and wrestled him with considerable 
aggression. 


The tattoos we'd seen in the photos from the fight Dustin 
Howard had been in. One on his right shoulder, the other on 
the inside of his left arm. 


"What are you doing?" he asked me. He looked from me to 
Darlene. 


"Shit," he said. He knew. 


"When did you and Reggie make the switch?" | asked him. 
"What are you talking about? | am Reggie." 
"Cut the shit, Dustin. We know." 


He stared at me. He still couldn't quite believe we knew. 
That the gig was up. 
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"When did you change places?" | asked. 
He slumped in his seat, the guards standing over him. 
"At the weigh-in," he said, finally. 

“How many marshals were with you?" 

He stared at the table, then back up at me. 
"Four." 

"And they were all in on it?" 

He nodded. 

"Who were they?" 


"Shit." He blew out a breath. "I can't believe this. | never 
thought it'd work." 


"With the right haircut you and Reggie could be each other's 
doppelganger." 


"What's that?" 


“Mirror image. But then you are twins." | said this as if | 
knew. 


"Yeah. More so now we're older." 


| waited a beat. "So all the marshals guarding you were in 
on the deception?" 


"Yep. Been paying them off for months." He gave me a dirty 
look. "And then you had to ride into town." 


"Who were they?" 


He gave me a twisted smile. "Your friends. Sims, Garcia, 
Becker and another guy. | forget his name... 
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Hamilton?" He seemed to be taking his time thinking about 
it. "No, not Hamilton. Harrison." 


Pieces began to click into place. My entire unit, plus 
Harrison, the man who'd come to help me and Kieran on 
surveillance inside an ice cream truck only to turn on us, 
completed the puzzle. 


They'd all taken money from Dustin Howard to keep him on 
the streets of Dallas causing mayhem. They all knew he'd 
killed a kid and still took his bribes. 


Harrison was dead but the other three would be lucky to get 
jobs at a burger stand after this. 


"And when did you make the switch exactly?" 
Dustin looked all over the room as if in search of escape. 


"On the stairwell. Reggie and | switched while | was running 
up and down those suckers trying to sweat off pounds. He 
took over for me. Even switched underpants with me and he 
went back to the weigh-in." He grinned. 


"And | went off to Denny's for lunch." 


"Hope you enjoyed it," | said, standing. "'Cause that's the 
last meal out you'll ever see." 


"I want to make a deal," he said. 


Darlene stood beside me. "Talk to the DA. We uphold the 
law. We don't make deals." 
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Outside the jail, my fingers still trembled. | could never get 
used to giving up my badge and gun. My wallet | could live 
with. As | put everything back where they belonged, | 
wondered what would happen if Kieran ever left and went 
back to Canada. Could | follow him? Would he want me to 
go? Could | live without being a marshal? 


| called the DA who had ordered transcripts from the 
jailhouse's payphone. Dustin Howard had kept control of his 
business with numerous calls and a process of intimidation 
behind closed walls. Not any longer. 


"We'll keep him in isolation. I'm calling the judge for a 
special hearing on all the Howards. We have Tommy in 
custody and I'm requesting that both brothers be denied 
bail. They are an obvious flight risk." 


"What about Reggie Jones?" 


"He's kinda hard to get hold of right now. I'm thinking | need 
to work with you and whoever else you choose to 
accompany you on an extradition order." 


"Where is he?" | asked. 


There was a Slight pause. "Canada," he said. That surprised 
me. 


“Then | want Kieran Fox to go with me." 
"He's not a marshal." 

"I'm deputizin' him," | responded. 

"One more thing," 

189 

Longing 

AJ Llewellyn & DJ Manly 

"Just the one?" 


"| need at least two marshals to accompany Priscilla Howard 
and her kids out of town. We're putting them into WITSEC 
the second she's stable enough to fly." 


“Understood. I'll make the arrangements." 


We ended the call. My heart pitty-patted a bit when my 
phone rang again and | saw that it was Kieran. 


After catching each other up on our respective interviews, 
he backed up our suspicions that Ma Jones had gone along 
with the ruse for money, not love, as had Reggie's wife. 


"What's next?" Kieran asked me. 


"You and | are going to Canada. We're bringing Reggie back 
to justice." 


"Cool," he said. "Whereabouts is he?" 


"Don't know yet, but there will be a debriefing. I'll get back 
to you within the hour." 


"Just one thing," Kieran said, sounding a lot like the DA. 
"What's that?" 


"I've been wondering about your man inside the Howard 
cartel. He could be in danger. Do you have any idea if he 
knew about the switch?" 


"Don't know." 

"You're being cagey." 
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"I have to, Kieran. | can't reveal who he is." 


"Are you going to contact him?" 


"In time. I'll be in touch." 


We ended the call and | looked over at Darlene who was 
sitting beside me in the passenger seat. | couldn't even 
remember getting into the vehicle to begin with. 


"The course of true love never runs smoothly," she said ina 
singsong tone. 


"Yeah. ll 
"What now, chief?" 


"We need to talk to our man inside the cartel. He's done a 
fucking great job. Too great. He never told us about the 
switch." 


"Just doin' his job," she said. "You gonna tell me who he is?" 
"Not yet." 

"You don't trust me." 

"Should 1?" | asked. 

"| probably deserve that." 


"Yeah." | nodded. "You do." | dropped her at her hotel. "Pack 
an overnight back. Nothing ridiculous. We're going to 
Canada." 


"You're taking me with you?" She looked stunned. 


"If you behave." | watched her go inside and turned the car 
around. | made a couple of calls, told my bosses 
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everything, setting the wheels in motion. 


"I want to go talk to our inside man," | told my district 
manager. 


"You do that. | think it's time we brought him in, unless you 
think we should leave him where he is." 


"I'll get back to you," | said. | checked my watch. | had forty- 
three minutes to visit my guy and get back to Dallas for 
debriefing with Kieran and the rest of my team. 


| drove to the roughest inmate detention center in Dallas, 
the Lew Sterrett Justice Center. | went through the whole 
rigmarole of turning over my stuff again and waited ina 
room that was even more depressing than the last one I'd 
been in. 


The inmate brought to me hadn't been in a fight. He walked 
with a confident gait and stared at me defiantly. We talked 
with the guards watching over us. 


"I need a minute alone with him," | said. "Sensitive case 
matter." 


The inmate never took his eyes off my face. 
We literally only had a minute but it was all | needed. 


"You have some balls, dude," | said. "You knew that Dustin 
Howard and Reggie Jones had switched places and never let 
on. Not to anybody. You've proven yourself to the cartel." 
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"| have, haven't I?" He leaned closer. "I need to stay 
undercover, but | think you need to keep me in the general 
population." 


"Why's that?" | whispered. 


"There's a big drug deal going down. All that bath salts 
Shit... it's being airlifted. Not sure where yet, but soon. 


They all trust me. They think I'm the biggest bad ass out 
there." 


"Where to?" 


My informant, Nigel Fox, the bravest undercover agent | 
know, stared at me. "To Reggie Jones. In Canada." 


| received the phone call less than an hour after meeting 
with Nigel. "We got problems," the voice said. 


"We've lost Reggie." 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 


Jesse-Belle blew smoke in my face and | coughed a little 
which made her smile. She threw the cigarette on the 
tarmac, and ground it out with her six-inch heel. The bus 
driver was still in Tasty's waiting for his coffee and sandwich 
to go. 


She reached up and kissed me on the cheek. "I told the girls 
to forget it. You were the unattainable one. None of us Texas 
gals appealed, huh?" 


| leaned my lips to her ear and said, "Not male enough for 
me." 


Her eyes widened. "Oh my goodness. Seems nowadays the 
good ones always are." 


"Not going to send me to the preacher man, are you?" | 
smirked. 


"Naw, wouldn't want to change you none. | would have 
never guessed. Though you are a tad too good lookin’ 


to be straight... just sayin'." 

| smiled faintly. 

"Well," she sighed, "guess Sally Ann Ferguson is going to be 
Harvest Queen this year. She'll be pleased I'm going." Tears 
sparked her eyes. 


| Knew she wasn't crying because of that. "You're 
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going to be okay," | squeezed her arm. "I'm glad you took 
me up on the offer." 


She threw her arms around my neck. "You're sweet for doing 
this. I'll pay you back every penny." 


"Don't worry about it." 


She released me. The driver came outside. "Guess this is it 
then." 


| picked up her battered old suitcase and handed it to her 
when she got to the door. "Be sure and call your uncle when 
you get in. He'll pick you up at the station, right?" 


“Don't you worry your sweet little 'ole head," she took the 
suitcase from me. 


The driver glanced at us. "You lovers better get to saying 
your so longs now," he drawled. 


"I wish we'd been lovers," Jesse-Belle whispered. 


"Oh how I wish. But..." She grinned. "The one consolation is 
knowing the other gals won't get none either." 


| winked. "You should have put money on that." 


She giggled. "Dang, | shoulda." She kissed me again and got 
up into the bus. The driver was settling into his seat. She 
turned around just before he closed the door and said, "You 
really shoot my mean old ex, Kieran?" 


| gave her a thumbs up and nodded. 


She yelled out. "Hot damn! Ye hah! Bet he was 
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pissed." And the door closed behind her. 


| laughed as | watched Jesse-Belle disappear out of town 
along with the bus. As it drove out of sight, my phone rang. | 
spied the number then said, "Hello Eva. You must have read 
my mind." 


"My, just hearin’ your voice excites me, like a cool drink ona 
hot summer night." 


"How nice for you," | commented. 


Deep, silky laughter was the answer. It sounded very male. 
"So." The laughter died and Eva's voice sobered. 


"Where is my property, lover?" 
"Define property." 

"Did you get laid last night?" 
"Might have. What about you?" 


"Oh, you're smooth, nothing throws you. | like a man who 
knows who he is, and who faces his fears." 


"So what's next, wrestling grizzly bears by moonlight?" 


"Naked," she added. 


"Well, of course." 
"So what's it going to take?" 
"Patience, the money up front, and some answers." 


"Um, money | got lover, but the other may be in short 
supply." 


"That's too bad." | walked to my car and got in. "So, 
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are you decent?" 

“Depends. Are you coming... to see me, that is?" 

| laughed. "I'm on my way." 


| was checking messages as | drove. Three were from 
Jubilee. One reminded me again that Reggie had 
disappeared from protective custody and we were going to 
have to hunt him down in Canada. "The arrangements are 
being made," he said. "Where in the fuck are you, boy? 


Call me." That was an hour ago. 


The last message was sent less than a half hour ago, while | 
was driving Jesse-Belle to the bus stop. I'd turned off the 
phone so that we could talk, or rather she could talk and | 
could listen. This call | probably should have taken. | pulled 
over and listened to it a few times. It was from Lieutenant 
Minolta, my lieutenant Minolta, or used to be. 


"Kieran," he said, "how are you? Look, I've been meaning to 
call. We really miss you. We need you. | heard you were 
working in Texas. Call me. We'll talk. You Know the number." 


| sat back and closed my eyes for a minute. | felt like 
everything would be all right finally, my life would go back 
on track, all would be forgiven. But right now, I had other 
things to do. | put my foot on the gas and headed to Eva's. 


W here the fuck are you, boy? | could hear Jubilee's 
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voice in my head, edged with impatience. | figured I'd better 
call him before he had a kitten. | pressed the speed dial and 


waited. 


"Okay," Jubilee answered, "tell me you've wrapped up this 
nightmare and you and me can drink a beer out of the porch 
at home and... well... you Know what's in my head?" 


"Little head or big head?" 

"They're both big, come on now!" 

| laughed. "Right." 

"Fuck you, and fuck the horse you rode in on, boy. 
Where you been? You talked to Eva yet?" 

"I'm on my way." 


“Not supposed to be drivin’ and talkin'." 


"I'll hang up then." 


"Never mind. Someone said they spotted you at the bus 
stop." 


"Did they now? | was pulling tricks." 
"Any bites?" Jubilee snorted. 


"Just an old man with no teeth. The old man was intriguing 
but then there was this stalker... a US Marshal, big fellow." 


"Come on, you. Okay, | deserved that. What were you doin' 
really?" 


"Jesse-Belle left for Dallas. | saw her off." 
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"I Know what you did. You're a good guy," he said softly. 
"Marry me?" 


For a moment, | didn't know what to say. | knew it was just a 
figure of speech but it choked me for a minute. 


"Kieran?" 


| cleared my throat. "It was a couple of bucks. No big deal. 
I'm off to see the wizard... the one called Eva." 


"She lives in Oz now, does she?" 


| saw the house up ahead. "Just about." 


"Be careful." 

"Will. And Jubilee?" 

"Um?" 

"Stop spying on me, okay?" | hung up. Marry me? 

What the fuck? He didn't mean that, and even if he had... 


well... it was stupid. | shrugged it off and pulled up in front 
of Eva's house. It was a damn nice house compared to the 
tar paper shacks around her, but not too over the top. 


| inhaled the smell of roses as | walked up to the round 
veranda. Eva was on the swing. | expected to see one of the 
big goons but she was alone, looking younger, all dolled up. 


"I sent them away," Eva told me. 
| met her gaze. "I see." 


"You're packing under that jacket, honey, and it's more than 
just what you're carrying between those thighs. 
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Shoulder holster." 


"I'll take out the bullets if you like." | lifted the jacket to show 
her. 


"Then you'd use the one strapped to your leg." 


| just smiled. 
"Sit beside me." She patted the seat. 
| sat down. It was cool there, surrounded by trees. 


"Are you intending to compensate me for Jesse-Belle? She 
could suck like there was no tomorrow." 


"You have others." 


"Not as good. Her ex is going to be livid. Give him one more 
reason to come after you, honey." She pushed with her feet 
and we swayed. It was kind of like dancing without the 
music. 


| just laughed. 


Eva placed a hand on my thigh. "We could be good 
together." 


| looked at her. "Going to sew your penis back on for me?" 


"| would if | could... then I'd have to compete with Jubilee. 
Think I could give him a run for his money?" 


| ignored that, took her hand off my leg. "I need some 
answers." 


"You're in love with him," Eva said softly. She reached up 
and pushed back my hair. "Poor boy." 
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| shoved her hand away. Her pity struck a bad chord. | stood. 
"| didn't come here to talk about me or Jubilee. | want to 
know about Reggie Jones. Or should | say Howard?" 


"He goes by Jones," she said quickly. 

"He's a twin, isn't he?" 

There was a long pause. "So they say." 

| was exasperated now. "You adopted him, didn't you?" 


Her eyes glittered dangerously. "I took him in because his 
mama never could stand him. Treated him like he was my 
own. But he was a tough little boy." She gave me a small 
smile. "Still is. Thing is, he's always gone along with 
whatever his brother wanted. Always lived in Dustin's 
shadow." 


"But you love him." 
She didn't respond. 


"He's in Canada, escaped protective custody. He's about to 
spread his poison into my country. I'm going after him. You 
know where he is." 


"How would | know?" Eva sat back and eyed me. 
"Because you were fucking him." 


She looked surprised. "He wasn't my blood son and yes... as 
an adult... he pursued me. He just always needed more... 
help than Dustin." 
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She gave me a funny look. "Well now... it's a strange thing. | 
never did. And then... Dustin surprised me. 


Screwing up like that and getting into a gang fight on the 
street. Killing that bitty kid. That's the kind of screw up 
Reggie would make... except, Reggie would have been over 
here boo-hooin' like a mother fucker. 


"Not Dustin. Didn't give a shit. That's when I knew... | 
figured they'd changed places. | cornered Dustin one day 
and forced him to tell me everything." 


"I'm gonna find Reggie." 


She smiled. "I'm sure some hot Canadian boy... or girl, will 
track him down in your neck of the woods, sugar." 


"Where is he?" 


"Just because you got those eyes that make me want 
to..."—she paused—"cream my undies, | don't have to tell 
you any dang thing." 


"And | don't have to give you back your drugs either," | 
snorted. 


"You're trying to trick me." 


"Look, | want two things, money, and a way to save my 
reputation. If | capture Reggie Jones before anyone else 
does, maybe | can go home and hold my head up again. 


Maybe they'd even take me back... my old job in Vancouver. 
You and |I"—I came closer—"we can help each 
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other." 

"And you leave me unscathed? What about Jubilee? 


He'll still be back here in the shit. I'll be back in business 
and he'll come after me." 


"That's your problem to work out with Jubilee," | said, 
straightening. 


"He's your lover." 
"As Reggie was yours." 


"For a time," she cooed. "But there's a difference between a 
lover and a fuck, isn't there?" 


"Yes," | said. 

"Is that the way you feel about... him? He's just a fuck?" 
"That's not your concern." 

“Reggie wouldn't look at me after... you know." 


She looked at me. "Jubilee isn't going to change for you, just 
like this town wouldn't change for me." 


| walked over to the railing and looked out. The night sky 
was darkening. 


"Maybe all Jubilee and you have going is some extraordinary 
fucking. And | bet it is extraordinary." 


Yeah, it was that. But it was more. Unfortunately. 
"Is it so easy to walk away?" 


Eva's sudden question took me by surprise. | wasn't sure if 
I'd asked it to myself or if Eva had spoken it aloud. | 
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blinked and turned around. Eva was staring at me. She had 
practically read my damn thoughts. 


"Answer me, and maybe l'Il tell you where Reggie is." 
| swallowed. "What's your trip?" 


"| need to hear it. | need to hear what a man in love with 
another man sounds like... the real... thing... the only thing 
I've ever longed for my whole damned life. Answer me with 
your heart and I'll tell you where I think Reggie is. 


You'll lead me to my drugs, and forget about me for a 
while." 


| met Eva's gaze. 


"Can you leave him without it ripping out your soul?" she 
insisted. 


Tears bit into my eyes, and | felt them film over. | swallowed 
the lump in my throat and shook my head only once. Then 


softly, | said, "No." 
She looked at her lap. "Reggie's in Montreal." 


| drove around awhile. It was almost midnight when | pulled 
up in front of Jubilee's house. He was sitting on the steps. | 
got out and walked up the path. He looked at me. 


"What happened?" 

"What do you mean?" 

"You didn't call me. | decided not to call you." 
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"Is ita contest now?" 


He looked up sharply. "No. I... feel you withdraw from me 
every once in a while. It scares the shit outta me." 


"Got anything to drink in there?" | looked at the screen door. 
| didn't want to talk about our relationship, because that's 
what scared the shit outta me. 


He stood. "Lemonade or whiskey?" 
| walked by him and inside. "How about a combination?" 


"All right." He disappeared into the kitchen and | threw 
myself on the sofa, face in hands. 


A few minutes later, he handed me what looked like an icy 
glass of lemonade. | took it, and watched the ice move 


around in it for a minute then took a few swallows. 


He'd laced it with whiskey. | wiped my mouth with the back 
of my hand. He stood looking at me and | put down the 
glass. 


“Reggie's in Montreal." 

He blinked. "Eva tell you that?" 

"Um." | nodded, leaning back and closing my eyes. 
"They were fuck mates." 


"Doesn't surprise me. You didn't have to fuck her, did you?" | 
heard him laugh faintly. 


"Jubilee?" 

"I'm teasing." 
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"I'm gonna give her the drugs. The street drugs... 


none of the chemicals for the bath salts. And | gave hera 
promise we'd back off for a while. | figured you wanted 
Reggie more than Eva." 


He sat beside me. "You figured right. They might find him 
before we even get to Canada, then we'll only have to bring 
him back." 


"I think | Know where he might be. | hope we find him 
ourselves." 


"Why?" 
"| have my reasons." 


"Okay. Anyway, as for Eva, we can deal with her when we 
get back from Canada with Reggie." 


| looked at him. "I'm not coming back, Jubilee." 


Jubilee shot up off the sofa. "So you going to leave me in 
this shit then?" 


"What shit?" | sat up. "Everything is laid out. Come back and 
go after her. She'll be easy to get. She's not going 
anywhere." 


He was pacing. This wasn't about Eva. We both knew that. 
"You got a contract. You just can't walk out." 

"I'll find a loophole. My former boss called me. 

They want me back." 

"So that's it?" He stopped and met my gaze. "You 
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fuck me and leave me." 


"| didn't..." | ran a hand through my hair. "I didn't start this, 
Jubilee." 


"You didn't fight me off either if | remember correctly." 


| got to my feet. "Look, we're both tired. Let's call it a night 
before we say or do something we'll regret in the morning." 


Jubilee stepped into my path. "You're not leaving until we 
settle this." 


"Get out of my way," | told him. 


"| can't. Don't do this to me. | can hardly breathe when 
you're this close. How do you expect me to..." His voice 
broke. He turned away. 


No, | thought. Don't you dare cry! | don't think | could have 
stood seeing him cry because | would have joined him, 
fallen at his feet and declared my love for him. 


Thankfully, he turned around. "Why did you have to come 
here and turn my world upside down?" His eyes were 
glistening with unshed tears. He was a man in hell showing 
through on the outside, echoing the one in hell | was holding 
on to inside. "If | wasn't so God damn much in love with you, 
I'd hate your guts." 


| wanted to get out there, get away from him, go and drink 
my misery away by myself. | made a move to go. 
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Jubilee reached out a hand, placed it on my shoulder. 


"Kieran. Don't. Go. Say what you gotta' say, say anything 
but don't walk away." 


| met his gaze. "You don't want to hear what | have to say." 
"Yes, | do." He took his hand off me. "Tell me." 


"This is..." | began, faltering. "We come from different 
places. | come from a place | don't have to hide. | don't have 
to lie about being gay... sure it's not perfect, | don't declare 
it to the world, but | don't run the risk of losing my job or 
being ridiculed. Not saying it's perfect or people don't talk 
behind your back but... | could marry you, Jubilee, back in 
Canada. We could live as a couple and..." 


He lowered his head. 


| reached out and lifted his chin with my fingers. "I feel like 
I'm in high school sneaking around. | can't touch you in 
public, can never say you're mine. And you're so paranoid. | 
think you'd fall apart if the people in this town knew. | can't 
be responsible for that." 


"This town is..." 


| put up a hand. "I know. And that's why | can't live here 
forever. | can't keep on being your dirty little secret." 


"You're not my dirty little secret." 

"Jubilee." | placed my hands on his shoulders. "I 
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am. And now, it hurts. And | realize that I've gone further on 
this road than | ever intended to go. You have your 
nephews. Your life... it's here. But mine isn't." 


"Damn it, Kieran, if you love someone, you fight." 
“But I'm the one doing all the fighting!" 

He looked startled, his mouth opened. 

"| have to preserve what's left of my heart." 


"So what do we do about... this? | want you. | just can't 
stop." He reached out and yanked me closer. "You want me 
too, don't you? You still do?" 


Oh yeah, there was no question of that. His hands were all 
over me then. He clutched my ass and pressed our groins 
together. His mouth came down on mine. Had he heard a 
word | said? | wasn't sure. | languished in the kiss then 
pulled back. "So that's it, we fuck? That's what you want?" 


“That's what you want too?" He met my gaze. "If you don't, 
tell me to stop." 


"I'm not coming back," | told him again, wanting to make 
sure he understood. 


"Fine," he said, his tone clipped, his eyes stormy. 
"So, that means one thing." He began to undo my shirt. 
"You're mine, every night until it's over. Anything | want. 


Are we clear?" It came out as an order, not a request and in 
spite of this being totally wrong in regards to my 
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unavoidable heartbreak down the road, it was turning me on 
big time. | wasn't used to being ordered about. Now if | 
could get my heart to understand this was just supposed to 
be sex between us until we separated... that would be really 
good. Nevertheless, | must say as Jubilee began to unzip my 
pants, my cock understood completely. That boy was a real 
fast learner. 


Jubilee's hand came around to the back of my head and he 
smothered my mouth with his kisses and all my self- 
mediation came to a standstill. I'd never felt anything like 
this before. He was a man possessed with passion. It was 
almost violent, and | was being swept away. | wouldn't fight. 
| couldn't anyway. | was his and as he threw my shirt aside 
and grabbed my open pants, he knew it. 


We went down on the sofa, kissing and touching and 
sucking. | got his clothes off and we were on the floor, 
rolling around on the carpet. My senses were on overload as 
we gasped for breath and grabbled to get closer. One knee 
between my open thighs and he pinned my arms to the 
carpet. His chest was heaving and something in his eyes 
held me, made me his captive. "I'm going to fuck you," he 
grunted. 


It surprised me. He never seemed to want to before. 


| had no objection. He released me, pulled me to my feet 
and into his arms. We kissed, hot, wet, deep kisses that left 
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us both moaning and trembling. 
He moved me across the living room to his 


bedroom down the hall. "Get the lube and the condoms in 
the drawer," he said, his voice shook a little and | didn't 
waste any time. 


When I turned around with the supplies, he had a pair of 
handcuffs in his hand. | narrowed my eyes. 


"Get on the bed," he demanded. 
"Am | to survive this night?" | teased. 


"Depends," he muttered, pushing me down and then rolling 
me onto my stomach. "Get on your knees, face the wall." 


"What did | do, officer?" 
He laughed a little. "You're guilty as hell, boy." 


| smiled. He wanted to play. That was all right. My cock was 
up for it. Jubilee moved up behind me on the bed. 


| could feel his erection against my thigh. "Grab the bed 
rails," he urged and slapped a cuff on my right wrist then 
the left. 


His hands moved over my hair and down my back. 
He nudged my legs apart. "Now, you're mine. Confess." 


"I'm guilty," | told him. "Just touch me," | pleaded. 


His hand caressed my hair again. The other one moved 
between my legs and rather causally fondled my balls. "Nice 
cock," he cooed, "great ass. l'm going to get it 
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all ready for me." He popped the top on the lube. "How 
many times you been fucked?" 


"I... don't... can't... remember." | was breathing hard as his 
fingers moved in between my ass cheeks. 


"You prefer to top." 
"I'm versatile." 


"Right. Tonight you are. You're mine completely right now. 
Your ass"—his lips moved over it—"is mine." 


Fingers moved up inside me, while his other hand stroked 
me slowly. | thought | was going to lose my mind. "Your 
cock, your... everything." 


"Jubilee, please." 

"| just want to hear you Say it. Say it, Kieran." 
"Fuck me." 

"Say my name." 


"Jubilee... damn it. Fuck!" 


His fingers were moving in and out of me. He hit my 
prostate and | let out a holler, my cock leaking, so ready. | 
began to move my hips. 


"Yeah," he whispered as he pressed his cock in between my 
cheeks and moved with me but he didn't enter me. 


"Fuck me." 

"And if | do," he said, "it means..." 

"Yes, it means tonight I'm yours... God damn it, 
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fuck me!" 


| closed my eyes when the head of his cock replaced his 
fingers. Both hands gripped my hips and he pushed deeper, 
inch by inch and | thought he'd split me apart but then | 
surrendered, the muscles surrendered and there was just 
this feeling of being completely taken, and possessed, and 
connected. | closed my eyes as he sped up a little, slowed 
down, moved from side to side. | cried out when he did and 
we panted together like we were running a marathon and on 
the last mile. 


His hand milked my cock as he came inside me, his lips on 
my back, his teeth nibbling my shoulder. "Oh, Kieran," he 
whispered to my skin. "Oh shit, shit." 


| went down on my belly. He came with me and for a while 
we didn't move. | closed my eyes. | almost fell asleep. 


Sometime later, | was aware of one handcuff being removed 
and he rolled me over onto my back. He pushed my hair out 
of my face and moved his lips over mine. 


| glanced over my head at the other hand. 

"Not yet," he said. "I'm not ready." 

"If you plan to keep me here, promise you'll feed me." 
He smiled. "Honey butter and pancakes." 

"| didn't say overfeed me." | laughed. 

"That was," he leaned down and kissed my chest, 
213 

Longing 

AJ Llewellyn & DJ Manly 


"incredible... beautiful. Like a symphony." He licked my 
nipples, biting at them then moved down more until he got 
to my cock. My free hand touched his hair as he licked and 
suckled my balls and finally took my reviving cock into his 
mouth. 


My head went back as my cock hit the back of his throat. My 
hips rose and | moaned out my need then my gratitude as | 
came, spraying his chest. He laughed and came up to my 
mouth again, his lips glistening with my juices. We kissed 
deeply, and he reached up and unleashed me, pulling me 
into his arms as | rolled on top of him. Our eyes met. A 
combination of happiness and sadness, wrapped around my 
heart, as | looked at him. I'd thought Dishi was the love of 


my life. I'd been wrong. Knowing the road Jubilee and | 
traveled this revelation did not bring joy. 


| put some space between us. | lay on my back, looking at 
the ceiling. Eventually | fell asleep. 


We woke up early, lay in bed and talked. | brought up the 
subject of his sister and the boys. "It will be safe for them to 
come back now." 


"Yes. Much safer. I'll call her, and let her know I'll be gone for 
a bit." He rolled onto his side and looked at me. 


"You said you had an idea where Reggie might be in 
Montreal." 


"Probably in the gay village." 
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"| hear it's something," he said. 

"You did the scene in Dallas." 

"Dallas is probably nothing like Montreal." 

| looked at him. "What did it feel like in Dallas, to be free?" 


"I wasn't really. | was still scared someone | knew would see 
me but... | guess there were moments. You did the bar 
scene, I'm Sure." 


"Sure. But | outgrew it. It's shallow and empty." 


"That's it, shallow and empty, faces without names." 


It had its appeal though, those nameless faces, men you 
never saw more than once. Love, well, just wasn't in the 
equation. No pain. 


"Why did you fuck me last night?" | asked him. 
"Why? You didn't like it?" 


"You know the answer to that," | smiled. "But you never 
wanted to before. | got the impression you were a bottom." 


"lam, | guess," he said. "It's complicated." 
"You don't have to tell me." 


"| like to be fucked, it's liberating to me but... to possess a 
man the way | possessed you last night well..." 


| waited. 

"L..." he sat up, "l... | know it will end between us." 
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A single tear rolled down my cheek. He was saying goodbye. 
"| understand." | brushed the tear away before he saw it. 


He lowered his head to my shoulder. | stroked his hair for a 
second then he moved away. 


"So." | cleared the emotion from my voice and got out of 
bed. "When do we leave?" 


“Everything should be in order by tomorrow. You will be my 
deputy. That okay with you?" 


I'd wandered over to the window. It was raining. | looked at 
him. "No problem by me, Marshal, but | will have to have my 
own six gun and a horse." 


He laughed, reached over and cuffed me on the head. "We'll 
see what we can do about getting you a tiny tin star as 
well." 


"Well, I'll be damned," I told him with a smile. 


"How about some breakfast, Sheriff Fox?" He lifted an 
eyebrow. 


"Let's go have some pancakes with our honey butter, shall 
we?" 


Jubilee was very quiet at breakfast, which was unusual when 
we were together. We were always talking and joking. | was 
the one who felt him disconnect this morning and | decided 
he had a right to his space. Would it hurt less if it was done 
step by step? | doubted it, and there 
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was nothing slow about what had happened last night. 


"You know," he said, getting up and taking some money out 
of his wallet. "When my brother-in-law was killed, my sister 
told me she didn't think she could live without him. But she 
did." He met my gaze. 


| narrowed my eyes but | didn't say anything as he went to 
pay the bill. | followed him outside. "I could have paid this 
time." 


"It's okay," he said. "My pleasure." 


"Look," | eyed my vehicle, "I've got a lot to do before we 
leave tomorrow." 


"Like make sure you have a replacement." He didn't look at 
me. 


"Among other things." | had to keep my promise to Eva, and 
make sure she was aware of the conditions | intended to 
attach to our bargain. 


"I'll get your badge lined up, give it to you tomorrow," 
Jubilee said. "Just got a text," he said, looking at his phone. 
"Flight's at six." 


| nodded. 


"Look, I've been through a lot of shit in my life, experienced 
a lot of loss. My parents died young. Lost them both before 
the age of sixteen." 


"I'm sorry," | said, but | wasn't quite sure where he was 
going with it. 
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He took a step closer and looked into my eyes. 


"This won't break me. | will Survive you. It will only make me 
stronger." 


That was a switch. The only thing that made me doubt that 
declaration was the way his mouth trembled when he spoke. 


"Say something," he insisted. 


"What do you want me to say?" He was trying to convince 
me he didn't care, or trying to convince himself and | wasn't 
going to argue. | figured we both had to come up with ways 
to make this bearable. 


"Nothing," he replied. "You should stay with me tonight, we 
have to leave early so..." He trailed off, looked at the floor. 


"It will be the last time," | told him. 


He lifted his head. "You don't have to do this. We were fine 
the way we were." 


"You were fine," | told him. "And I don't want to have this 
discussion with you anymore." 


"Just want you to know, I'm not going to beg. I'm not some 
whiney girl who's gonna cry over you, Kieran. | can make it 
alone." 


"Um," | replied, my stomach in knots. "And there's always 
Darlene," | remarked caustically. 


His eyes flew open. "That wasn't nice." 
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"No, it wasn't. So, keep trying to convince yourself I'm the 
only one suffering here, Jubilee, and maybe eventually you'll 
get yourself to believe it." 


| walked to my car. He placed a hand on the door before | 
opened it. "Don't forget, Fox, you're the one doing the 
leavin’, running away like you did with the last one." 


Anger boiled up inside of me. | pushed his hand aside and 
yanked the door open. "Yeah, and | shot that one," | 
muttered and got inside. | slammed the door and started 
the car. 


Jubilee got on the curb and | roared off. 


The day flew by. | had to pack. | had to assign a man to take 
my place as acting sheriff. | called Dillon and told him what 
was going on, and asked him to find me a loophole, a way 
out. He sounded disappointed. 


"| understand of course," he said over the phone. 
"You want your old job back. We'll be sad to see you go. 


I'll see what I can do, Kieran. I'm still waiting to get back in 
the hot seat myself." 


"Until you do, there's a guy | trust." We talked for a moment. 
He approved of my replacement. Dillon would be back in his 
old job soon enough. We talked about Jesse-Belle, and her 
decision to leave. He thanked me for taking care of her. 
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When | arrived at Eva's, | had the drugs with me. 


She was sitting on the porch swing with her daughter 
Evelyn. Evelyn got out of her seat and gave me a big hug. 


"He was almost my son," she announced. Her face was still 
a little scarred but she was recovering nicely. 


| allowed the hug then stepped back. "How are you?" 


"My face is healing. My heart is broken. Your pa hasn't even 
sent me a note from prison. I'm beginning to think he had 
no feelings at all for me." 


"A heartbreaker," Eva said. "Like father like son?" 
My mouth tightened. "Can we talk?" | asked Eva. 
"It's okay," Eva told me, "Evelyn knows everything. 
You can talk freely." 


Eva's goon stood on the other end of the porch. | eyed him, 
noting the weapon sitting on his hip. 


"I'm ready to fulfill my end of the bargain," | said, 
"but there are some conditions." 
"Like?" 


"You sell directly, no third party, and you sell only to adults, 
no kids. Is that clear?" 


She took a breath. "I guess." 


"You know Jubilee intends to come for you later." 


"| figure." 

"| can't fix that." 
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"Wish he'd come for me," Evelyn grinned. "He's a big, hot 
hunk." 


"Well," Eva said, "Fox here is leaving us. Perhaps Jubilee will 
need some company." 


| gave her a dirty look for several reasons. 
"He needs a wife," Evelyn said. 


"Darlene's back." Eva looked at me. "There's a match made 
in heaven." 


"Right," | said. "Tell your man to put his gun down." 
"Why?" 

"I want to make sure | don't get shot." 

"| wouldn't shoot you, sweetie." 

"Eva?" 

"Joey, put down your weapon," Eva hollered over to him. 


He did what she said. 


| searched the house, my gun in hand. When | was satisfied, 
| got the bag and laid it on the porch. 


Evelyn went inside and came out with another. 
"Your cash." 


| looked at Eva. Eva looked at me. "He's not going to take 
the money." 


| shrugged. "Keep it for me," | said and walked down the 
Stairs. 
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| didn't breathe easily until | was in the car and several miles 
away. Something was plaguing me, going round and round 
in my head. Then, just like that, | knew. | slammed on the 
brakes in the middle of the road. Your pa hasn't even sent 
me a note from prison. I'm beginning to think he had no 
feelings at all for me. | lowered my head on the wheel. How 
could | have been so damn stupid? My feelings for Nigel, 
stupid emotional childhood shit, had clouded my judgment. 


Nigel had developed a relationship with Evelyn to get closer 
to Eva. That's how he knew. He never really cared for Evelyn 
and he never intended to marry her. He'd even pretended 
he didn't know my mother was dead. It was his way to hold 
her off. That wasn't what caused me to go into a rage. | 
could deal with the fact that my father was an undercover 
agent. What I couldn't accept was that Jubilee knew and 
didn't tell me. 


My phone rang and | stared at it. It was Jubilee. | sat on 
Dillon's porch and drank. And by the time Jubilee pulled up 
outside, it was midnight, and | was wasted. He walked up 
the path and looked at me, hat in hand. 


"I've been calling all night." He glanced at my phone. It was 
sitting beside me. "Kieran. | said some things today. I'm 
sorry." 
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| closed my eyes. | wished it would rain. It felt like it should 
be raining. 


"Aren't you going to say anything? | thought you were 
coming over and we..." 


"We would fuck?" | met his gaze. "Come on inside, Jube, and 
we'll fuck!" | went to stand and almost missed the step. 


Jubilee reached over to help me and | pushed him away. 
"You're drunk." 
"Yeah, so?" | eyed him. "You my father now?" 


"No." He shook his head, stuck his hands in his pocket. "I'll 
help you into bed." 


"You've done that enough since | got here. | can find it," | 
told him. "Why don't you go home?" 


"Is that what you want?" 


"Yeah." | looked at him. "That's what | want. And if you want 
to get laid that badly, there must be some other closet case 
in this fucking one horse town beside you. Go find him!" | 
walked in and slammed the door. 


The door flew open and Jubilee walked in after me. 
"What the fuck did you say?" 

| turned and looked at him. "I said go home." 
"I'm not going anywhere." 

"Go home Jubilee or I'll..." | made a threatening 
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move toward him and he laughed. 

"You're in no condition." 

"I'd give it my best." 

"Spit it out. Come on, | thought we had this talk." 


"No." | shook my head, "We didn't. And we're not going to, 
not tonight." | went to sit on the sofa. 


The next morning, | sat by myself in a seat on the plane 
behind Jubilee and Darlene. I'd woken up on the sofa with a 
blanket over me and a pillow under my head. Jubilee and 
Darlene were in the middle of Dillon's living room with 
coffee and aspirin. We left for the airport in Jubilee's car and 
no one said anything. 


| felt like shit in all possible ways. | regretted drinking, and | 
regretted whatever it was I'd said to Jubilee | couldn't 
remember. | was sure it was a humdinger. Jubilee and 
Darlene were chatting away in front of me, and | kept my 
head down, dark glasses covering my eyes, stale coffee in 
hand. 


We took off on time. | wasn't sure I'd survive the flight which 
took a little less than three hours. An hour into it, Jubilee 
Slipped into the seat beside me. 


"Feeling better?" he asked. 


| glanced at him and removed my glasses. "Do | look like I'm 
feeling any fucking better?" 
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He smiled. "Nope. That was some pretty mean shit you were 
into last night. Where'd you get that?" 


"Dillon's basement." 

"Aha." He looked straight ahead. "You speak French?" 
"Yeah, some. But Montreal is pretty bilingual." 

“We'll have to share a room. Darlene will get her own." 
"You can go back and forth," | grunted. 


He grabbed my hand. "I don't want to go back and forth. 
What you said last night really hurt. We've been doing that a 
lot lately to each other." 


"Yeah, given I can't remember what | said, accept my 
apology for whatever it was." 


His fingers curled around mine. "I love you." He met my 
gaze. "I do." 


| looked out the window. 


"I Know," he continued, "doesn't change things but for what 
it's worth." 


He was waiting. | looked at him. "And love, does it involve 
trust?" 


"Of course," he said. 
"I know Nigel is working undercover," | said. 


He released my hand. He licked his lips like a nervous cat. 
"Who told you?" 
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"No one," | said. "I figured it out. The thing is, you didn't. You 
didn't tell me, Jube. You didn't trust me enough to tell me." 


"I wasn't... you know | couldn't." 


"You were fucking me. And he's my Goddamned father. You 
could have trusted me. When in hell were you planning on 
telling me? Never?" 


"It doesn't make a difference really. You know now." 


"It makes a difference to me." | looked at him. 
"I'm sorry." 


| looked out the window again. | closed my eyes. | saw the 
island of Montreal come into view but the vision was blurred 
by my tears. A few minutes later, | felt Jubilee get up and 
take his seat again next to Darlene. 


"It'll be okay," she whispered to him. 
Would it? 
Maybe it was for the best, this breach in trust. 


Maybe it was the final nail in our relationship. How | was 
going to deal with sharing a room with him, | didn't know. 


In spite of my anger, the sight of him still made my heart 
Skip a beat. If he wanted me, | was his. He could seduce me 
with a smile, and here | was again in the one place | told 
myself I'd never be again. Only this time, it was real. My 
only hope was separate beds. 
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The three of us got off the plane at the Trudeau Airport and | 
rented a car. It was easier if | did it, given my nationality. 


Darlene was complaining about the heat and | cranked up 
the air-conditioner. | felt as much like driving as | would if 
someone held a gun to my head, but | knew the city. Jubilee 
looked miserable as | hit the auto route and took the exit for 


St-Laurent Boulevard and Berri, which would get us to the 
hotel. 


About an hour later, we arrived in front of the Lord Berri 
Hotel and a valet parked the car. We got our bags and 
walked in. Darlene took care of the check in. Jubilee got off 
the elevator first on the third floor and walked down the 
carpeted corridor with the key. Darlene glanced around. 


"I'm this way," she announced. 
"See you later," | said, strolling in the other direction. 
"Kieran," Darlene said. 


| stopped, turned to look at her. She moved closer. | heard a 
door open and close around the corner. Jubilee had gone 
inside. "Yeah?" 


"I think Jubilee made a big mistake getting involved with 
you." She met my gaze. 


| just looked at her. This was all | needed. 
"He's miserable." 
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"Your point?" | took off the sunglasses. 


"I think you should move out of the way and let him see 
where he belongs. He lost his way once but... he could come 
home again." 


“Home? Meaning you?" | kept my voice calm and even. 


She nodded. "We were close once. We can be again if you 
give us a chance." 


"Fine. Any time you want to change rooms with me, let me 
know." | kept walking. 


"He's worth fighting for," she called out. 
Oh, | knew that. 
| used my card key and walked inside the room. 


Two double beds. | almost got down on my knees and kissed 
the floor. Then | saw Jubilee's clothes scattered on the floor 
and heard the shower running. | put down my bag, my gaze 
moving in the direction of the open bathroom door. | 
pictured him naked, water streaming down his body, and | 
figured separate beds probably weren't going to save me at 
all. 


Stay tuned for the next exciting installment... 
Coming Soon to https://spsilverpublishing.com/ 
Book 3 of Orgasmic Texas Dawn. 
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